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Abstract 

Although environmental ethics as a systematized discipline is new 

in philosophy, philosophical reflection about the natural 

environment is as old as the discipline of philosophy. Such 

reflections in the history of philosophy are generated either through 

the wonders of nature, the self presenting character of nature, the 

human desire to understand the nature of the natural environment 

and the challenges posed by human intervention with nature. This 

study attempts to project some of such philosophical thoughts about 

the natural environment in the history of philosophy. It makes 

selections of some philosophers in the different historical periods 

who had explicit or implicit thoughts from which some 

environmental considerations can be gleaned, and then, project their 

views which may enhance our understanding of the environment, 

and influence our attitudes toward it, directly or indirectly. Such 

philosophers include the Milesians, Plato, Aristotle, the Hellenists, 

Thomas Aquinas, Francis Bacon, Rene Descartes, John Locke, 

Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger and some forerunners of 

environmental activism. The study argues that the human attempts 

to understand and unravel the misery of nature generate some 

beliefs, and influence some human attitudes that can either impede 

or mar nature, or sustain it, including human well being. The study 

argues further that these speculations and the beliefs they generated, 
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- whether empirical, metaphysical, axiological, epistemological, 

instrumental, and so on, - constitute the foundation upon which 

further human interactions, theorizing or prescriptions regarding 

nature are based.   
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Introduction 

Philosophical reflections on the natural environment have been part 

of philosophy since its inception. It may be correct to say that reflection on 

the natural environment was the beginning of philosophizing. In other 

words, although not too prevalent, the natural environment has been an 

object of philosophising since antiquity, and it attracts attentions in 

different degrees in different epochs. The natural environment contains all 

the tangible and non-tangible material elements that surround us. It 

consists of both living and non-living material objects and constituent s of 

the earth. This environment and its contents is arrange in such delicate and 

ecosystemic manner to ensure both human and non human habitations. 

Right from the emergence of man, he has been involved in relating, 

interacting with, and using the content of nature, without which life would 

be impossible for him. In the same way, in the course of interactions, and in 

addition to nature’s awe and aura - wonder, admiration, appearance and 

impression, - he has also been trying to understand it. Hence, it may be 

correct to say that philosophical thinking about the environment can result 

either from personal reflections, nature’s self-presenting, or from the 

problems and challenges generated or manifested by the environment. 

Since ancient period, philosophers have been concerned with the nature, 

challenges and care of this natural environment.  This mean human concern 

about the natural environment is not new. The availability or otherwise of 

environmental resources, human understanding of them, as well as their 
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use and misuse have led to development and underdevelopment, the rise 

and fall of civilizations and nations, outbreak of diseases, wars, massive 

deaths and hazards, among others.  Human activities have effects and have 

impacted on the quality of the physical environment, including the 

disappearance of natural features, thereby impairing the aesthetic of nature 

and utilitarian ends. Some of these effects and their associated problems 

change the physical environment in a way that may be difficult or 

impossible to reverse.  

This study briefly analyses how some philosophers reflect 

differently on the natural environment in the history of philosophy. This is 

important since the desired attentions or concerns have not been given to 

such considerations in philosophical studies. The study is also an attempt 

to explain or illustrate that philosophical reflection on the environment 

started in antiquity. The study adopts the expository and critical methods 

of philosophical research.  

 

Some Reflections on the Natural Environment in the History Philosophy  

Some philosophical reflections on the natural environment result 

from the challenges it poses. For instance, in ancient period there were 

problems of overpopulation and their resultant social disorder due to 

inadequate natural resources, which attract the attention of some 

philosophers. Han Fei Tzŭ, an ancient Chinese philosopher argued that it 

is not human wickedness that is responsible for social ills in the world but 

the inadequacy of the resources of nature to meet the need of an increasing 

human population (Creel, 1953: 122-123). Tertullian also illustrates the 

problem of population pressure over available resources, and his perceived 

solution to such challenges. He argued as far back as 200 A.D. that human 

population (overpopulation) has become a burden to the earth, and since 

resources of nature can no longer sustain people, there is massive pressure 

on scarce resource. In his view, it is only plague, famine, warfare and 

earthquake that can serve as remedies to prune the superfluity of 

population (Bailey, 1993: 41). Some other philosophers noted in medieval 
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periods how population increase and market forces led to overexploitation 

of natural resources, and the consequent destruction of the natural 

environment. They also noted how food increases and population 

reinforces each other. Frederic Bender captures these views when he argues 

that  

[i]ncrease food production and newly created wealth 

pushed Europe’s population inexorably upward. This 

combined with the luxurious consumption patterns of the 

urban entrepreneurial class, greatly intensified human 

demand upon nature. Already by the thirteenth century, 

fens were drained and forest deliberately cleared for 

cultivation, grazing, fuel, wood, and building materials 

(Bender, 2003: 212-213).  

This consequent demand on nature to meet the need of increased 

population had its inseparable consequences. “By early in the fourteenth 

century most of Western Europe’s forest and fens had disappeared and all 

its arable land had been brought under cultivation. Population pressure, 

landlords’ exaction, and the spread of capitalism had broken the ecosystem 

and the medieval economy alike. Food shortages and malnutrition became 

common” (Merchant, 1980: 48; Bender, 2003: 212-213). With so much 

poverty and undernourishment, the Black Death ravaged ecologically 

depleted Europe from 1348 to 1374, in many places reducing the population 

by 60 percent or more. Frederic Bender puts it that by 1500, this plague had 

enabled the European environment to recover. “[E]cosystem balances had 

returned to their premedieval condition, forest had grown back, soil had 

recovered their fertility and abandoned marginal land had returned to their 

wild state (Merchant, 1980: 48; Bender, 2003: 213). This shows that it is 

possible for a depleted environment to regain its vitality when given the 

chance and when is has not been ravaged beyond remedy.  

Philosophical thinking about the environment does not only result 

from environment challenges, but also from the desire or curiosity to 

understand the environment, and the way the environment presents itself 
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to the philosophizer. In the history of philosophy, some philosophers have 

been involved in theorizing about the natural environment to understand 

it. Generally, it is believed that in the West, philosophy began with the 

attempts made by the Milesian philosophers in ancient period to shift 

attention from mythological account to material explanation of events or 

occurrences in the cosmos; hence, they were also called cosmologists. 

Beginning with Thales, the Milesian school and some other philosophers 

after them, offer material explanation regarding the basic constituent of the 

cosmos. Thales, Anaximander, Anaximenes, Heraclitus, Pythagoras, 

Democritus and Leucippus and Empedocles offer respectively, water, 

apeiron (unknown), air, fire, number, atom or a combination of them (water, 

air, fire and earth) as the basic stuff which constitute the universe or which 

underlies all material reality.  

John Baird Callicott argues that the idea “[t]hat the order of nature 

can be successfully disclose only by means of a quantitative description, a 

rational account in the most literal sense of that word, ... originated in the 

sixth- century Greece with Pythagoras”. According to him, “[s]uch insight 

by Pythagoras had tremendous scientific potential such that it led Plato to 

eulogize it as Promethean, a veritable theft from the gods of the key to the 

secrets of the cosmos” (Callicott, 1995: 197). Plato attempts some 

philosophizing, which influenced our understanding of the nature of the 

environment. He bifurcated the world into two and argued that this world 

of nature is a world of passing phenomena and thus unreal; it is a world of 

imperfect copies or imitation of the world of Forms (or the world of Ideas), 

which is the real world. He argued that the things in the natural world are 

mere shadows or fake copies of realities or essences of things in the world 

of Forms. This conception by Plato has the negative consequences of 

influencing unmindful, careless and destructive relation with the elements 

of the natural world. Although this philosophy has been interpreted to 

encouraging the disregard and the abusive use of nature, however, Plato 

may not have intended this philosophy this way. Nevertheless, it in 

implicated by it in the present age. 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies                      www.phjournalofhistorydiplomaticstudies.com 

 

Gleaning Environmental Thoughts from the History of Philosophy       174 

Aristotle has different views about the natural environment, which 

appertain to its nature and valuation. Contrary to the view of his master 

Plato, Aristotle argued that there are no two worlds but one; and that is, the 

material world we live in. He philosophized about the continuity of living 

kinds.  In his physics he argues that “[n]ature proceeds little by little from 

things lifeless or soulless to animal life in such a way that it is impossible to 

determine the exact line of demarcation, on which side... an intermediate 

form should lie” (Preus, 2007: 168). Ordinarily, this seem to suggest that 

Aristotle would not conceive a demarcation or at least a wide one among 

natural entities. But contrary to expectation, Aristotle had anthropocentric 

and chauvinistic views of nature. He opines that nature is hierarchically 

structured in favour of the animal parts. According to him, “we may infer 

that … plants exist for (animals’) sake and that the other animals exist for 

the sake of man… Now if nature makes nothing… in vain, the inference 

must be that she has made all animals for the sake of man” (Aristotle, 1941: 

1137; Bender 2003: 211). Aristotle’s conception that nature is like a physician 

who cures herself, (Preus, 2007: 259, 255) would have suggested that nature 

has inherent worth.  But contrary to this, Aristotle maintained that “nature 

has made all things specifically for the sake of man” and that the value of 

nonhuman things in nature is merely instrumental (Aristotle, Ch. 8; 

Gewirth, 2001: 207-211). Some of Aristotle’s work partly influenced 

Theophrastus, who was Aristotle’s successor and penetrating critic.  

The framework of Theophrastus’ theory was partly derived from 

Aristotle’s treatises, especially those, which were concerned with the nature 

and classification of the objects of nature. Theophrastus works were more 

akin to present day botany, zoology, mineralogy, and so on. Commenting 

on his On Stones (1956), E. R. Caley and J. F.C. Richards, who were the chief 

modern editors of the work, argue that “for almost two thousand years, this 

treaties by Theophrastus remained the most rational and systematic 

attempt at a study of mineral substances” The Inquiry concerning plants 

follows the patterns of Aristotle’s zoological treaties. Elsewhere, he argued 

that “nature does not go by any hard and fast law” (Lloyd, 1973: 12-13).  
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The Hellenists also made some reflections on the environment. They 

were partly concerned with philosophizing about nature and human 

relation with it in ancient period. One of the Hellenist schools is 

Epicureanism, built around the philosophy of Epicurus. Epicurus argues 

that nature does not work teleologically, but mechanically. Gabriela Carone 

writes that Epicurus recommended vegetarianism. 

As for eating meat, it relieves neither any of our nature’s stress, 

nor a desire whose non-satisfaction would give rise to pain… 

What it contributes to is not life’s maintenance but variation of 

pleasure, just like sex or the drinking of exotic wine, all of which 

our nature is quite capable of doing without…. Furthermore, 

meat is not conducive to health, but is rather an impediment to it 

(Carone, 2001: 77-78). 

Another ancient Hellenist school is Stoicism. According to Anthony 

Preus, “Stoicism is a seriously systematic philosophy, coordinating logic 

(philosophy of language), physics (philosophy of nature), and ethics 

(practical philosophy) into an integrated whole. It is a materialist 

philosophy in the sense that in principle anything that truly exists is a 

material thing” (Preus, 2007: 250). For Stoic philosophers, God is totally 

present in all of nature, and He is responsible for bringing about all natural 

processes (Preus, 2007: 79, 139, 238). If God is present in nature, and is 

responsible for bringing it to reality, then we should be mindful in 

meddling with nature which is the handiwork and abode of God.  

According to the Stoics, process and change are essential to nature. 

For every change, they thought there must be an immaterial power causing 

it. Despite these changes, there is regularity in nature. Changes and 

processes are orderly rather than being chaotic. Most important in this 

natural order is its hospitability to life, by creating and maintaining systems 

which allow a profusion of living things such as insects, birds, snakes, fish 

and mammals. In their view, nature appears to be designed to support the 

innumerable forms of life we encounter in the universe.  Pertaining to the 

purpose of the universe, the Stoics maintain that God created the universe 
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for a purpose. Humans are the most special and important parts of the 

universe because they share reason with the divine; everything else in the 

universe is designed for human well-being (Barcalow, 2007: 28-29). Gabriela 

Carone explains this Stoics’ emphasis in order of relevance. Humans are 

citizens and part of the world, and are foremost constituents. Animals are 

devoid of reason, and as such, are inferior to human beings and gods; they 

exist for the sake of human beings. They deny that right exist between 

humans and other animals. Specifically, Chrysippus stated that 

“everything else was created for the sake of men and gods, but these for the 

sake of community and society, consequently, men can make beasts serve 

their own needs without contravening rights (Carone, 2001: 78). In this 

hierarchy of nature, animal is superior to non-animal in that it has 

impression and impulse. This seems to be a clear anthropocentric theorising 

of nature. With respect to ethics, the Stoics focus on only human beings. 

Since they are quite aware of other nonhuman parts of nature, and actually 

philosophized about them, and to then focus attention on only humans 

regarding ethics would imply that nonhuman nature are not worth morally 

considerable.  

Though an ancient philosopher, Plotinus is not a Hellenist 

philosopher. He philosophized pertaining to human union with the 

perceptible nature. According to him, the most important thing is to know 

that the true nature of the self go beyond the boundaries created by 

empirical individuality. Higher levels of self-awareness reveal that the self 

is not diminished, but increased by attaining union and identity with the 

whole of nature and the universe. By this, he attempts to incorporate human 

life into the broader environment and envisage a union among all natural 

entities. Porphyry, also an ancient, but a non-Hellenist philosopher, 

produced the classic ancient text for vegetarianism and animal treatment. 

He recommended a vegetarian diet for purification and health 

preservation. He condemned animal sacrifices because in his view, it is 

unjust to animals. He contends that justice requires us to spare animals not 

only because they are rational, but also because they experience pain and 
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terror unlike plants. He emphasizes that we treat the earth like our mother 

and nurse (Carone, 2001: 79). This position of Porphyry is suggestive of 

sentientism on the one hand and ecocentrism on the other. 

Gabriela Carone (2001: 79) made some remarks about ancient 

philosophy. In particular, he cautions that Stoics teleology should not be 

misconstrued straightforwardly for anthropocentrism since for them, 

things happen for the best and that best can be beyond human 

understanding and apparent immediate human interests. In their view, the 

whole is superior to the parts despite the hierarchy among species. 

Generally, Carone opines that some ancient philosophers provide some 

different interesting elements that might attract the attention of those who 

wish to integrate human life into the broader environment. Despite their 

differences on many issues, these ancient Greek and Hellenist philosophers 

do not dissociate human beings from a wider world-view unlike the 

contemporaries who centre on self-interest against other people and against 

the interest of non-human beings. In the view of these ancient philosophers, 

self-knowledge simply means to find out what is exactly our place in the 

larger world.  

Earlier in this study, it was argued that Aristotle, an ancient 

philosopher, advanced an anthropocentric and an unambiguous 

chauvinistic view of nature. Following Aristotle, Saint Thomas Aquinas, a 

medieval philosopher and theologian, argued that, since less-rational 

beings exist for the sake of the more rational, “animals are ordered to man 

use in the moral course of things, according to divine providence. 

Consequently, man uses them without any injustice, either by killing them 

or by employing them in any other way” (Aquinas, 1975: bk 3, pt 2, ch 112, 

para 12). Nevertheless Aquinas cautioned that we must not treat animals 

cruelly on that account. His reasons was not because animal have an 

interest in not suffering, since as non rational beings, animals allegedly 

have no interest at all, but “because if the church sanctioned cruelly to 

animals, then people might grow accustomed to callousness and become 

more cruel toward each other” (Bender, 2003: 211). Bender avers that, if, as 
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Aquinas claimed rationality is sufficient for moral considerability, then 

humans are the only creatures with natural right (Bender, 2003: 222). 

Aquinas’ submission implies that non human natural things do not have 

moral right, and do not worth moral attribution. 

John Callicott quoted Paul Santmire’s characterization of the modern 

White Americans view and attitude toward nature as follows: 

Nature is analogous to a machine; or in the more popular 

version nature is a machine. Nature is composed of hard, 

irreducible particles which have neither colour or smell nor 

taste…. Beauty and value in nature are in the eyes of the 

beholder. Nature is the dead res extensa, perceived by the 

mind, which observes nature from a position of objective 

detachment. Nature in itself is basically a self-sufficient, self-

enclosed complex of merely physical forces acting on 

colourless, tasteless, and odourless particles of hard, dead 

matter. That is the mechanical view of nature as it was 

popularly accepted in the circles of the educated [White 

Americans] in the nineteenth century (Santmire, 1973: 70-71; 

Callicott 1995: 197).  

This suggests that nature has no inherent worth. Such conception 

maximally influence instrumentalist attitude to nature. In the view of 

Callicott,  

The Pythagorean/Platonic concept of the soul as immortal 

and other worldly, essentially foreign to the hostile physical 

world, has profoundly influenced the European attitude 

toward nature. It was not only revived in a particularly 

extreme form by Descartes in the seventeenth century, but it 

became popularized much earlier in Pauline Christianity. The 

essential self, the part of a person by means of which he or 

she perceives and thinks, and in which resides virtue and 

vice, is not of this world and has more in common with god(s) 

than with nature. If the natural world is the place of trial and 
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temptation for the soul, if the body is the prison and the tomb 

of the soul, then nature must be despise as the source of all 

misery and corruption, a place of fear and loathing (John 

Baird Callicott 1995: 198); 

and as Empedocles says: “a joyless place where murder and vengeance 

dwell, and swarms of other fates - wasting diseases, putrefactions and 

fluxes - roam in darkness over the meadow of doom” (Empedocles, DK 31 

B 121; Callicott 1995: 198). Thus modern classical European natural 

philosophy conveys an overall attitude to nature as “inert, material, and 

mechanical continuum exhaustively described by means of the arid 

formulae of pure mathematics. In relation to nature the human person is a 

lonely exile sojourning in a strange and hostile world, alien not only to his 

physical environment, but to his own body, both of which he is encouraged 

to fear and attempt to conquer” (Callicott, 1995: 198). Such conceptions do 

not encourage moral care for the environment; rather they project nature as 

enemy to contend with.  

One reputable philosopher and an advocate of science whose idea 

shaped human conception of nature is Francis Bacon. Bacon attempts to 

amalgamate what he considered useful in empiricism and rationalism in 

the pursuit of scientific understanding of nature. According to Bacon, if 

human art and knowledge must compel nature to do our bidding, then 

scientists must search into the bowel of nature and shape it to human will 

(Bacon, 1860: 343). In his submission, scientists must twist nature contrary 

to her will and subdue her to ensure she reveals her secrets. After 

discovering the secrets of the causes and effects of nature, then we can 

“reproduce or modify her processes at will” (Leiss, 1972: 59, 60), that is, 

tamed and exploited her.  Bacon avers that science is mankind’s chief 

weapon for mastering nature and that scientific progress is necessary if 

humans were ever to master it. In his philosophy, he tossed values out of 

science, separates nature knowledge from moral knowledge and create the 

modern split between knowledge of fact and knowledge of value (Bender, 
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2003: 232-234). In short, it may be correct to say that he expelled nature from 

morality. 

Timothy Gorringe writes that “[t]he slow growth in science and 

technology which began to gain pace in the sixteenth century bred a quite 

different instrumental attitude to nature notoriously expressed in the 

words of Francis Bacon... as ‘putting nature to the test’” (Gorringe, 1999: 

45). Since Francis Bacon has an instrumentalist conception of nature, he sees 

nature as object to be conquered and used for human wellbeing. He argues 

that if we look to final causes, man may be regarded as the centre of the 

world; since “if man were taken away from the world, the rest would seem 

to be all astray, without aim or purpose” (Bacon, 1970:  747; Manes, 1995: 

48). This submission by Bacon has significant influence on subsequent 

thoughts till date. Not only that the human species is taken to be at the apex 

of creation, it is also the source of the modern notion that Homo sapiens 

stands highest in a natural order of “lower life forms”. These distorting 

hierarchical depictions of the natural world wrongly ranked man as the sole 

subject, speaker, and rational sovereign of the natural order since the 

renaissance (Manes, 1995: 48-49). This distinguishing quality ascribed to 

man as the most or the only important part of creatures characterise some 

strands of environmental ethics. Like Francis Bacon, Thomas Hobbes 

believed that nature should be tamed and exploited. The above views have 

influenced science and technology with their consequent destruction of 

nature and the inseparable problems now confronting mankind, society 

and natural environment.  

John Locke, a prominent philosopher of the modern period, also had 

an anthropocentric view of nature. According to Frederic Bender, John 

Locke’s theory of property legitimises earth’s exploitation. Locke argues 

that nature has no intrinsic value. “Whatever value it has lies in its 

usefulness to humankind.... Locke’s reduction of Earth value to its utility 

for human... hinges on the spurious assumption that human alone among 

creation are rational beings and that rationality is a sufficient condition of 

moral considerability”. In Locke’s opinion, it is only human beings that 
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possess intrinsic value independent of instrumental consideration; “the 

value of the things of nature is merely instrumental, depending only on 

their usefulness to the life of man” (Locke, 1965: 335-336; Bender, 2003: 221-

222). The implication of this is that we are not morally obligated to the 

natural environment and all its constitutive parts since they are without 

intrinsic value, natural rights and rationality.  

Holmes Rolson III counters Locke’s view when he argues that 

“[p]lants makes resourceful use of water and sunshine. Insect value the 

energy that plants have fixed by photosynthesis; warblers value insect 

protein; falcons value warblers,” (Rolson III, 1988: 186; Bender, 2003: 222). 

He continues: “organisms value other beings instrumentally only because 

they value themselves intrinsically. The warblers does not eat insect to 

become food for falcons; she preserves her life as an end in itself” (Rolson 

III, 1988: 187; Bender, 2003: 223). 

Locke believed that the Earth’ resources and its capacity to absorb 

anthrogenic impact are limitless. Therefore he did not see the need to 

impose moral limitations on nature’s appropriation. According to Locke, 

we may transform earth into resources, and must transform resources into 

commodities as a means to unlimited accumulation of wealth. Locke argues 

that “without the addition of human labor, nature would remain waste” 

(Bender, 2003: 223-225). However, Locke argues that “since God gave the 

Earth to mankind in common, appropriation is justified at first only if one 

leaves enough in common, for others... and only if what one leaves for 

others is as good as (it was -mine) originally”. These do not only set 

reasonable limits on appropriation; they also impose the moral injunction 

to take only as much as one needs, leaving enough available to other human 

beings. Locke cautioned that each person should take only “what might 

serve his use,” “within the bounds, set by reason” (Locke, 1965: 332; Bender, 

2003: 225-226). This implies that one should take only what he or she truly 

needs to avoid spoilage of excess.  

From the foregoing arguments, it is obvious that Locke’s philosophy 

has ambivalent consequences for our conception of, and attitude toward 
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nature. For instance, what Locke called “the boundaries that is set by 

reason” constrains us not to take more than we need from nature since 

nature provide only according to our need. However, the introduction of 

money-capital undermines the moral injunction that sets limit and then 

invites nature’s complete appropriation and exploitation. In this regard, 

those with capital can take not only what they need but “as much as they 

want and convert these resources into gold or silver, which “may be 

hoarded up” without limit” (Locke, 1965: 342). This second view expressed 

by Locke is dangerous for nature’s preservation. 

Rene Descartes is another philosopher in modern period, whose 

reflection has some implications for human understanding and attitude 

toward the natural environment. Like Bacon and Locke, Descartes offers an 

anthropocentric conception of nature. In this anthropocentricism, he claims 

that “humans and animals differ not in degree but in kind”. The fact that 

humans and brutes have different linguistic capacity attests “not merely to 

the fact that animals have less reason than men but that they have none at 

all”. He rejects the Aristotelian belief that animals have souls and that their 

souls share with human vegetative and animal functions. He argues that 

since animals lack souls, they act automatically, just like the wheels and 

springs of a clock (Descartes, 1980: 31; Bender, 2003: 244-245). He avers that 

it is only human beings among all creatures that are not fully determined 

by mechanistic causality when they reason.  

 Descartes rejects “the basic principle of comparative anatomy, that 

similar organs imply similar functions”. He also rejects “the commonsense 

attribution of intelligence to animals based on observation of their 

behaviour” (Bender, 2003: 245). Max Oelschlaeger points out that in this 

way, Descartes destroyed the ancient “awareness of the natural world as 

filled with living and therefore kindred organisms” (Oelschlaeger, 1991: 

88). In interpreting Descartes, Bender infers that “[i]f Descartes were correct 

that humans have, but animals lack, souls, then animals are not our 

“kindred”. If so, then we need not respect them” (Bender, 2003: 245-246). 
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With this kind of philosophizing, it would be impossible for Descartes to 

attribute moral standing to or recommend moral care for nonhuman nature. 

One of the problems with Descartes’ submission is that if nonhuman 

animals are automata, and unconsciousness, then it is problematic how 

consciousness suddenly appears among the first human ancestors, given 

the theory of evolution. If it is for these reasons adduced by Descartes that 

animals are denied moral standing, then when they are proven to be false, 

animals would automatically be brought into the realm of moral category, 

and be attributed the moral standing which had hitherto be denied them. 

This philosophizing by Descartes had tremendous influence on science, and 

its resultant instrumental valuation of nature. Bender (2003: 246) remarked 

that after Galileo, Descartes and Newton, scientists were convinced that the 

world was a machine. With this paradigm assumption, they find nothing 

but machine to study.  

The view expressed by Francis Bacon, which was discussed earlier, 

regarding the place and importance of man in nature, has also persisted till 

date in influencing human instrumental conceptions of, and attitudes 

toward nature. Nevertheless, there are some challenges, which initiate the 

re-evaluation of the place of humans in nature and the relegation of nature. 

Christopher Manes asserts that the biocentric stance of deep ecology 

focuses on “evolutionary theory and the science of ecology... to expose and 

overcome the unwarranted claim that humans are unique subjects.... 

Darwin invited our culture to face the fact that in the observation of nature 

there exist not one scrap of evidence that humans are superior to or even 

more interesting than, say, lichen” (Manes, 1995: 49-50). Despite the 

preceding, the “traditional humanist in the environmental debate, explicitly 

or implicitly, continue to affirm the special subject status of “Man”” 

(Bookchin, 1987: 21; Manes, 1995: 50, 56). Henryk Skolimowski argue that 

“[w]e are here… to maintain, to creatively transform, and to carry on the 

torch of evolution” (Skolimowski. 1981: 68). Manes argues that “as a 

cultural phenomenon, evolutionary theory has been absorbed by the scala 

naturae and strategically used to justify humanity’s domination of nature”. 
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It regarded man to be “the apparent zenith of evolution by virtue of his 

brain size, self-consciousness, or some other privileged quality” (Manes, 

1995: 50).  

Friedrich Nietzsche, usually taken by many as a forerunner of 

existentialism in contemporary period, takes a clear exception from the 

above immediate rationalization. In a sense, some of his positions are 

similar to those of Charles Darwin, already discussed. According to John 

McGraw, although Nietzsche was not formally an ecologist, however, he 

can be regarded as a leading philosophical forerunner of ecologism. In his 

proto-ecophilosophy, Nietzsche endorses an earth-paradigm in which 

humans are envisaged as protectors and perfectors of nature. Nietzsche 

argues that non-human beings have intrinsic and independent value 

“beyond any instrumental desirability or necessity that they might have for 

humans”. According to Nietzsche, it is not only that “human beings are not 

the focal point of evolution nor are they to be adjudged masters, managers, 

trustees or stewards of the world”, but they should not also “be tolerated 

as its dictators and despots”. In his panpsychic thoughts, Nietzsche endows 

all living beings with the capacity to think. (Nietzsche, 1974: 298-299, 354; 

McGraw, 1995: 51-52).  His panpsychic and animistic predispositions 

indicate why he opposes the exploitation of nature and why he believes that 

all beings should be helped or allowed to attain their fullest fruition, in 

order for them to “become what and who they are” (McGraw, 1995: 52).  

Nietzsche maintains that the universe is a network of living beings; 

it is but one vast recycling energy-system by which “every displacement of 

power at any point would affect the whole system” (Nietzsche, 1968: 340 

638, (McGraw, 1995: 54-55). According to him, the universe is a single 

continuous living environment comprised of the flux of energy. Thus living 

beings are interdependent and one must love the earth as it is. He asserts 

that nature glories in its bountifulness and biodiversity just as a 

magnanimous person, who is himself a part of nature, radiates generosity. 

For him, jut like human nature, nature, that is, the natural environment, 

possesses inherent goodness and innocence. As a result, he opposes the 
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exploitation as well as the glorification of nature (McGraw, 1995: 56). In 

consequence, he rejects anthropocentrism, rationalised as if nature exists for 

human interests. He castigates humans for their greed and despotism 

towards nature. He also warns them that nature will ultimately punish its 

transgressors. He submits that humans should respect nature not only for 

itself but also for their own self-interest, since to offend and oppress nature 

is to defile themselves. In this vein, Nietzsche holds that the non-human 

world has its own intrinsic truth and value independent of humans. He 

therefore decries the human tendencies to appraise the truth and existence 

of other living beings solely in terms of human consolatory and utilitarian 

needs (McGraw, 1995: 56). In Nietzsche’s estimation, it is both deplorable 

and pathetically comical that humans still fancy themselves as the goal and 

pinnacle of the earth. He regards as incredible fantasy, the claim that the 

earth would disintegrate if human life cease. Accordingly, he rejects the 

human claim to uniqueness in this world and argues that “[p]ossibly the 

ant in the forest is quite as firmly convinced that it is the aim and purpose 

of the forest, as we are convinced in our imaginations... that the destruction 

of mankind involves the destruction of the world” (Nietzsche, 1964: 193-4 

14; McGraw, 1995: 57-58). From these, Nietzsche thinks that mankind is 

guilty of various catastrophic errors about itself by ranking itself falsely in 

relation to animals and nature, and by regarding or prouding himself as the 

meaning and measure of the value of things.  

Nietzsche was not only advocate of biodiversity; he also anticipates 

the principle of ‘ecological egalitarianism’ by declaring that all living 

beings, including humans have the same level of perfection. While rejecting 

creationism and its pronouncement of humans as its crown; he jeers at the 

belief that humans are the climax of evolution. He also rejects the claim to 

human divine origin and places him in the domain of animals. He rejects as 

vanity, the claim that man is the great hidden purpose of the evolution of 

the animals. According to Nietzsche, man is by no means the crow of 

creation; every living being stands him on the same level of perfection. He 

submits that although animals are not morally responsible since they are 
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not moral agents, however, they are moral subjects in that they are affected 

by the actions of moral agents (McGraw, 1995: 62). Nietzsche’s objective in 

his reflections on ecology and environmentalism is to advance the well-

being of the natural environment and its components.  

Another philosopher, whose reflection has some implications for 

human relation with natural environment, is Martin Heidegger, a 

contemporary existentialist philosopher. Although Heidegger was not 

against development, he was against destruction of nature. His submission: 

“let beings be” – both humans and non humans – is an attractive dictum for 

environmental care. It is an attempt to save the biosphere from the danger 

of environmental degradation. According to Peter Alawa, Heidegger 

believed that human beings cannot be separated from their environment. 

Heidegger’s argument that we should “Let beings be” result from the 

visible destructive effect of science and technology in his time. He blames 

modern technology for treating organism like machines. This “notion of 

“letting things be” has made his thinking attractive for radical 

environmentalists interested in transforming humanity’s currently 

destructive attitude towards nature.” It is evident in Heidegger’s view that 

“only a transformation of western anthropocentrism and humanity-nature 

dualism can save the bio-sphere from destruction” (Alawa, 2012: 116-117, 

121). It is also evident from Heidegger’s philosophy that “one should not 

bend nature to his own will through science and technology because it will 

make one not to be the ‘guardian of Being’” (Alawa, 2012: 121-122). 

Heidegger’s advocacy for letting things be requires compassion and care; 

and it gives the insight that things are interrelated. It is inferable from 

Heidegger that “when one is liberated from the illusion of egocentrism”, he 

or she also frees himself or herself “for spontaneous compassion toward 

other beings, human and non-human alike” and identify “with all things” 

(Alawa, 2012: 124). Such a view of the totality of beings or things encourages 

human care for all natural beings.  

Andrew Brennan (2009: 6-7) argues that “[s]ince the time of the 

eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804), 
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nature has been a preoccupation of aesthetic theory. With the intensification 

of environmental concern has come a renewed interest in the question of 

nature’s aesthetic value” (Brennan, 2009: 6). According to Brennan, this 

issue of aesthetic value has generated debates among several schools of 

thought, ranging from “those who think that natural science can reveal 

aesthetic qualities” (Callicott, 1994; Rolston III, 1995: 374–386), “those who 

believe that immersion or engagement rather than understanding is the key 

to aesthetic experience” (Berleant, 2005), to  those who think that positive 

value can be found only in that which is untouched by humans (Hargrove, 

1989; Carlson, 1984: 27–28). According to him, by the turn of the twenty-

first century, contemporary environmental philosophy had ramified into 

nearly all areas of philosophical, social, cultural and political theory. 

Meanwhile, the sciences continued to influence and be influenced by it. Just 

as the mainstream philosophy has influenced environmental philosophy, 

discussions in environmental philosophy have also imparted on the 

consideration of problems that are central to mainstream philosophy. For 

example the debate over moral pluralism that is pursued vigorously since 

the late 1980s in environmental ethics is now re-emerging as a key issue in 

moral philosophy (Ross, 1930/2002; Brennan, 2009: 7). 

 

Some early environmental activists 

Before environmental philosophy blossoms in its present state, there 

were some precursors of environmental activism. In recent time more 

thinkers have shown concern for the natural environment, probably due to 

some of its observable threatening signs resulting from human interaction 

and also from coming to understand better the nature of Nature and how it 

works. Some conservationist philosophers, such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, Aldo Leopold, and Rachel Carson, were 

concerned with human negative impacts on the environment, their 

implications, as well as the preservation of the environment. Ralph Waldo 

Emerson was an early critic of rampant economic development of his time. 

He considers this to be social and spiritual errors, which he attempts to 
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correct. He states that a question which deserves examination in his time is 

the dangers of commerce. He argues that this invasion of nature by trade 

and its accompaniments, threatens to upset the balance of man and nature. 

Another notable thinker in this regard was Henry David Thoreau, a 

naturalist, whose beliefs were similar to those of Emerson. In summarizing 

his feelings toward nature, Thoreau put it that it seems most men “do not 

care for Nature and would sell their share in all her beauty, as long as they 

may live, for a stated sum - many for a glass of rum” (Anon: 21). He was 

optimistic and grateful to God for human limitation that prevents him from 

laying “waste the sky as well as the earth”, a limitation which guarantee 

our safety for the present. He argues that it is for the greedy, callous, 

insensitive, careless use and misuse of natural resources “that some do not 

care for these things that we need to continue to protect... from the 

vandalism of a few” (Anon: 21). John Muir, another thinker of that time 

believed that “wilderness mirrors divinity, nourishes humanity, and 

vivifies the spirit”. He was convinced that the wilderness was threatened 

and therefore was concerned with preservation of forests. He argues that 

only government control could save California’s finest sequoia groves from 

the “ravages of fools.” His effort yielded result when his actions in the West 

convinced the federal government to restrict development in the Yosemite 

Valley, which enable the preservation of “its beauty for generations to 

come” (Anon: 21).  

Aldo Leopold was a philosopher thinker and an activist in the early 

conservation movement. According to him, wilderness is the raw material 

out of which man fashioned civilization. He laments the disappearance of 

natural scenes due to human intervention. From his much knowledge as an 

avid hunter about attitudes toward the control of predators, “he argued that 

regulated hunting should be used to maintain a proper balance of wildlife... 

His Sand County Almanac, published shortly after his death in 1949, laid 

down the principles of his land ethic” (Anon: 21). Another notable 

environmental activist was Rachel Carson, who was a distinguished 

naturalist and nature writer. She changed what she thought was wrong in 
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her time regarding human attitude to nature. In 1962, she published Silent 

Spring, which dramatized the potential dangers of pesticides to food, 

wildlife, and humans. This eventually led to changes in pesticide use in the 

United States. Despite some notable limitations of technical details in her 

book by later research, however, her basic claim that pesticides can 

contaminate and cause widespread damage to the ecosystem remain 

incontestable. Her posthumous book is recognized as one of the most 

important works in the history of environmental awareness and action in 

the twentieth century (Anon: 21). 

 

Conclusion  

This study traces some philosophical thoughts about the 

environment from the history of philosophy, to illustrate that philosophical 

reflections about the natural environment traverse the history of 

philosophy. Although such reflections are not all germane to protecting the 

environment, but they now partly inform the divergent views, which 

people hold about nature, including human reflections, attitudes and the 

kind of moral attention the natural environment or its parts now deserve 

from humans. The seemingly dominant aspect of environmental 

philosophy as it stands today is environmental ethics, which studies the 

grounds of human moral extension, relations and obligations to the natural 

environment, including their scope and justification. Just as environmental 

ethics is a part of general, applied or practical ethics, so also it is a part of 

environmental philosophy, which is concerned with human critical 

thinking, reflections and relations with the natural environment. The views 

of the philosophers and activists portrayed here, including those of some 

other philosophers and philosophical thoughts about the natural 

environment, from which some philosophical attitude or concern for the 

natural environment can be implied, significantly inform the present 

structure of environmental philosophy. These philosophers do not have the 

knowledge and understanding of nature that we now have. Therefore it is 
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onerous on us to protect and preserve nature not only for human use but 

also for its own sake.  
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