Biodiversity versus Humanist Ethics??
According to the Independent’s ex-environmental correspondent Mike McCarthy in his new book The Moth Snowstorm, Britain is “a country which ... has annihilated half its biodiversity”. “Since the Beatles broke up”, summarises the Guardian’s reviewer Patrick Barkham, “the number of birds has halved. Insects too - hence the disappearance of the ‘moth snowstorm’ that once materialised before car headlights on summer nights....This has happened ... through the hidden intensification of lowland farming.”

It is understandable that Barkham describes this as a “profoundly troubling” book. What is equally remarkable, however, is McCarthy’s reported explanation and solution. “Rather than vaguely criticising global capitalism, McCarthy takes aim at ‘liberal secular humanism’s’ notion that humans are fundamentally good. Today’s most elevated quality is to be ‘humane’ - a ‘human human’ - and so our morality now is entirely anthropocentric.” His solution is to defend nature “not through self-centred gratification” but rather something that “looks outwards, to another person, another purpose, another power.” 
“Discuss”.

Barkham fails to take issue with this sadly, indeed tragically misdirected approach, so it falls to us.
First of all, it is worth stressing that I have never met this liberal secular humanist who believes that “humans are fundamentally good”. (Could this be McCarthy’s Aunt Sally by any chance?) What is nearer to the truth is that only humans can be truly good or bad, because moral values are very largely a human construct. Certainly, in the billions of years from the Big Bang to the first glimmerings of consciousness there was never a morally good or evil act, because there was no mind to imagine standards of behaviour to be observed or ignored, or consequences to be striven for or avoided. Since then, evolution has given rise to altruistic meerkats, loyal dogs, & emotionally empathetic elephants, but without being naively anthrpomorphic it is debatable whether these specific characteristics are actually judged as “good” or “bad” by members of the species concerned. (This is not to deny that they may very well be the elements, along with abstract generalisation, theory of mind, and self-discipline, from which the human capacity of moral judgement has evolved.)
Has Mike McCarthy ever seen a guilty butterfly? Or a dog who questions the appropriateness of blind loyalty to the interests of a sadistic master? Does any carniverous species wring its paws or flippers over the possibility that it is hunting some beautiful species to distinction? No, moral judgement, like language, is - if not entirely unique to - at least uniquely developed in the human species. Which (as we can’t help it) is nothing to be proud of, but something that gives us unique responsibilities. So claims that humans are “fundamentally good” or “fundamentally bad” are equally meaningless - like saying we are “fundamentally eloquent” or “fundamentally taciturn” as a species. But if to be humane is understood as to realise the best of human potential, then it is a tautology, not a claim, to regard it as the most elevated quality.
[contd. over

What about anthropocentricity? In one sense, anthropocentric morality is simply unavoidable. Morality has to be seen through human eyes since these are the only eyes we have. Any claim to have our viewpoint elsewhere is mere self-deception. As Thomas Nagel stressed, we simply cannot tell what it is “like” to be a bat, let alone a squid or a moth. McCarthy may imagine he is “looking outwards”, but the origin of that gaze is unavoidably his own mind. So the distinction that matters is between narrow and enlightened anthropocentricity. Unlike the narrow anthropocentricity which pictures our species as though alone on the Earth, enlightened anthropocentricity views humanity as a species belonging to the animal kingdom, descended from other animals, and taking its place in the biosphere of Earth that no other species is in a position to take responsibility for (or shows any inclination to do so). 
Now consider the real reasons for the parlous situation of biodiversity loss that McCarthy reports. I can see no way of avoiding the conclusion that the pressure of global human population is the fundamental cause. We must take as given the fact of human ingenuity and the social institution of commodity exchange (without both of which nothing remotely like the present level of population would be remotely able to survive). Given all that, the majority of farmers everywhere are inevitably priced out of their livelihood sooner or later* unless they farm ‘efficiently’ - in the short-term sense of the word - which means with biodiversity increasingly compromised.
The tragedy of arguments like McCarthy’s is that they simply serve to mask this reality. The fact is that “liberal secular humanists” have been at the forefront of recognizing the consequences of human population pressure, and it is certain religious movements that have continued to propagandize for large families, and interpreted the “sanctity of human life” as meaning the desirability of ever more human lives.

What about McCarthy’s “solution”? There is a paradox which often crops up in moral philosophy: doing that which one values can always be dismissed as “self-centred gratification”. Kant, for example, thought that taking pleasure in the happiness brought to others by an unselfish act is nothing to do with morality. It is harmless, but morality is a matter of doing one’s duty, not enjoying it. Which means, of course that Kant relied on the self-centred gratification in knowing one was doing one’s duty....  To say that the ultimate motivation of moral acts is selfish is not a statement of fact but a statement of definition:  ‘selfish’ is being defined as including satisfying whatever kind of urge we conceive as the driver of moral action. Like anthropocentricity, selfishness in this sense cannot be escaped from, but must be divided into narrow selfishness - following personal preferences, and enlightened selfishness - inspired by those values we find in ourselves that we believe to be universal. 

As for the positive part of McCarthy’s recipe, well, if some people find it easier to attend to the human mind’s capacity to find joy in other species by conceiving of it as directed “outwards”, with Nature anthropomorphised as “another purpose”, then that is entirely a matter of personal taste - “outwards” and “inwards” are both strictly metaphorical in this non-spatial context. But there is no way that experiencing this allegedly higher (or more conceited) form of joy can evade the consequences of population pressure. I presume McCarthy is a victim of the “voluntarist fallacy” - the belief that if only enough people wished for something strongly enough that that in itself is enough to ensure it will happen. 
Of course, the same fallacy can affect population policy. Sound intentions have no guarantee of having the desired effect here either. The policies that are needed to realise an objective of stable human population - notable the promotion of female literacy - will be discussed at the next meeting of WLHS on 21st January.

* While human population continues to grow, it is clearly better if the consequences McCarthy warns about, even if ultimately unavoidable, should arrive later rather than sooner; so it is entirely right and hugely important to examine the impact of diets, income distribution, subsidies, legislation and so on, on the species we share the planet with. However, even widespread adoption of the best policies in these fields could only delay the consequences of population growth, not evade them.
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