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1) Hill vs. Leopold – Land Ethic & Conservation


In his article regarding “Land Ethic”, Aldo Leopold presents the reader with a radical but accurate description of his stance on the conservation and preservation of our natural environment.  Leopold's arguments go above and beyond many standards of environmental stewardship, while presenting a  normative framework for respecting the planet that humans help to occupy.  Before discussing his direct views pertaining to why human beings should extend certain rights to the planet Earth, Aldo Leopold explains how “an ethic, ecologically, is a limitation on freedom of action in the struggle for existence.” (Leopold,1). Describing this section as The Ethical Sequence, Leopold refers to symbioses and the evolution of “modes of co-operation” by groups of people throughout history (Leopold, 1).  Stressing that the complexity of these mechanisms has increased with population density, Leopold goes on to explain that the extension of ethics to the environment is not only a possibility, but a necessity ( Leopold, 2).  Many people underestimate the true value of nature, Leopold goes as far as to say some consider it “dead”, and therefore do not show the same respect as they would to a living thing.  Since organisms like soil, bark, grass and even animals cannot speak on their own behalf, it is the responsibility of human beings to look out for these life forms.  Leopold accurately describes how humans should view the world as a “biotic community”.  However the human species tends to hold itself to higher standards, believing evolution has granted people hierarchy over all living beings.  With this evolution of humans to apex beings, the carrying capacity of the earth has drastically changed.  This change is due, in large part, to advancements in technology and aggressive agricultural practises, which stem from the view that the Earth is little more than a supplier of resources for human benefit and profit.  This view that economic value outweighs the interconnectedness of nature, and life sustaining forces that make up Earth, shows an ignorance toward what Leopold calls “land pyramid”.  This land pyramid is a rough explanation of the general order of living beings, more specifically how the organisms of each layer are dependent on the ones below it, for support and sustainability.  Therefore by disrespecting or denying the land value beyond economic means, humans are endangering their own existence, and the existence of every other life form dependant on land.  


Taking a slightly different stance on the same issue, Thomas Hill looks to virtue ethics to help justify his argument regarding treatment of the environment.  Like Leopold, Hill believes those who see the land only for its uses are devaluing nature.  Hill differs in his approach when he goes as far as to suggest those who do not appreciate the Earth, including all its benefits and beauty, must not love it.  Hill argues that those of us who cannot truly see value in things beyond themselves and ultimately destroy the environment, fail to recognize or appreciate where they fall in the natural order of the universe (Hill, 216).  


Ethics are a set of normative assumptions or guidelines, meant to respect and uphold the rights and freedoms of living things.  Both philosophers do well to shed light on a topic often disregarded or put on a “back burner” when compared to other ethical dilemmas.  Where Leopold chooses to place responsibility on humans for the protection of the planet Earth, Hill developed an argument exposing the human potential for harm to the environment, based on ignorance and lack of self-acceptance.  Leopold uses science and logic to express his point, where Hill attempts to appeal to the nature of humans in general as a means of persuading readers.  It would not be accurate to say one of these view is more “right” than the other, however it can be agreed on that the overall education surrounding environmental conservation needs to be improved and more articles like Hill's and Leopold's should be written to help get people involved. 

2) Bou-Habib vs. Bouchard and Taylor-  Religious Accommodation & Secularism




According to philosopher Paul Bou-Habib, religious accommodation is the act, or the possibility, of openly practising ones faith, both in the public sphere and privacy of the home, without the interference of the government or those in power.  Bou-Habib refers to these acts of religious conducts as being basic goods for two reasons.  The first is that religious practise is necessary for the  “well-being” of an individual as it produces spiritual value.  Next Bou-Habib explains that it is a basic good for more than just our subjective evaluations of good, but rather a “greater good”.  He uses an example of friendship as being something humans see as valuable on a broad scale, not specific to our own experience and opinions about having friends. Bou-Habib argues that this “well-being” is something everyone has an equal right to and therefore everyone should be given the equal opportunity to achieve it.  Integrity is another example of a basic good used in this article in favour of religious accommodation.  Integrity, Bou-Habib explains, is something that can be recognized by both religious and non- religious persons.  Using these two basic goods, Paul Bou-Habib was able to determine two conditions for religious accommodation.  The first, is that a person's integrity must be at stake for them to be eligible for religious accommodation.  The second involves (as mentioned above) the idea that all humans deserve an equal opportunity for well-being.  


Bouchard and Taylor attempt to view religious accommodation from a very different angle.  Using Quebec legislation as an example, the two authors argue in their report that the notion of open-secularism, in some cases, works best for all people involved.  Considering the unique nature of Quebec's political system, it is evident that diversity is entrenched in the foundation of this province, to the point where it has become a structural component of the Quebec way of life.  To help explain Quebec's liberal democracy, Taylor and Bouchard use the example that although French is the official language of the people, there is no stipulation in regards to what languages may be spoken in the home.  In their report they are also clear about how basic rights of all people are equally important, and when two rights come in to conflict, courts do not seek to determine which right is superior to the other.  Open-secularism, as highlighted by Bouchard and Taylor, fits the needs of the Quebec people because it calls for: moral equality of all persons, freedom of conscience and religion, reciprocal autonomy of the church and state, and neutrality of the state.  It is evident then, that open-secularism is a more in depth and detailed version of religious accommodation, and therefore more beneficial to Quebec based on the diversity of its inhabitants.  Restricted secularism, as used in France, denies people the right to have symbols of faith on their person, in public.  Not allowing people who live in Quebec the right to wear religious symbols would express a distaste or disapproval of diversity.  Religion is a part of every culture and is often very unique in nature. By forcing people to conform to one standard that denies them the right to express themselves, the government would be failing to remain neutral.  


Difference-blindness, versus the recognition, affirmation and accommodation of other people's beliefs  is something often debated in the world of academia.  Bouchard and Taylor accurately stress that “the state should be designed to foster, not hinder...” the expression of ones self and ones beliefs (Taylor & Bouchard, 46).   I feel this is the best way to approach the debate because it relates to the idea that people should be proud of their differences, and not only willing to be recognized for them but actually try to be.  If society took this approach, and humans appreciated each other being different rather than condemned one another for standing out, basic human rights would no longer be something individuals and groups are continuously fighting for.  Racial, ethnic and religious feuds and prejudices would no longer exist if we placed more of an emphasis on embracing other cultural customs and values, instead of alienating people based of their uniqueness and creating stereotypes to generalize groups based on certain characteristics.  

3) Jan Narveson vs. Peter Singer – The Duty to Give Aid to the Far Away Needy


Author Jan Narveson illuminates very key issues regarding our duty to give aid to the needy in foreign countries.  Considering there are so many definitions of “needy”, and numerous costs or circumstances involved in helping others, no matter how near or far from you, Narveson describes our duty to help as a “broad” one.  He goes on to define something as being a duty when “ there is good reason, interpersonally considered, to require the person in question to do or refrain from the act in question.” (Narveson, 423). The interpersonal concept Narveson integrates into his definition relates to an idealistic global agreement or “social contract”, to help those in need.  



Peter Singer on the other hand, approaches the debate of our duty to help those in need by looking at the situation as a “moral obligation”.  Singer argued that “ if it is in our power to prevent something bad, without sacrificing anything of comparable moral importance, we ought, morally, to do it” (Singer, 231).  Singer also discusses the phenomenon of how numbers seem to “lessen obligation” when it comes to helping the needy.  Using an example of how one would not deny aid to a drowning child, simply because others are around not offering help, Singer identifies a human tendency to believe that the responsibility of helping others is not always accepted at an individual level.  He states that we should seek a balance of happiness over misery, showing his utilitarian stance on helping those in need.  


Singer's definition of moral obligation also encompasses our power to prevent bad things from happening.  If those who are able to give aid, make it a general standard to do so, the act of helping the needy will no longer seem like an “obligation” or “duty” as explained by Narveson and Singer.  This type of terminology brings with it an image of commitment and certain expectations that have the ability to deter people from doing what is morally right.  Narveson uses the classic “golden-rule” and more importantly the “silver-rule” which he explains is the willingness to help, based on the likelihood we will be in situations where others will help us.  Narveson does show similarity to Singer's argument in terms of preventing bad things from happening, when he says that overall we should “avoid inflicting evil on others” (Narveson, 432).  

