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The roots of the anthropocentric 
paradigm…  



René Descartes (1596-1650)

“I am a thing which thinks”
“I doubt, therefore I think, and hence I am”



Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)

• “Was ist Aufklärung?” Immaturity… inability to use one’s mind without 
guidance from another

• “Objects must confirm to our cognition…. the possibility of an a priori 
cognition of them”  



Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872)

“The divine being is nothing else than the human being… God 
as God – as a purely thinkable being – is thus nothing else than 
the reason in its utmost intensification become objective to itself” 



• The cumulative force of these ideas led to the 
rational, autonomous and material human 
subject being at the centre of Western 
philosophy’s conception of anthropology and 
epistemology. 



Four examples of the anthropocentrism bias

• 1. The description of “sustainable 
development” in Our common future (1987)

• The idea is still “to guard and maintain human progress, to 
meet human needs, and to realize human ambitions” 
(1987:8, my emphases), but only to do so in a sustainable 
way.



2. The exposition of the stewardship metaphor in 
Christian theology (DJ Hall 1990)

• Stewardship is an expression of the anthropocentrism 
bias as it still presupposes human superiority over all 
other creatures. It is very difficult to be a “steward” and 
not understand yourself as not only qualitatively 
different, but also as holding power over that which you 
are commissioned to rule. 



3. The notion of prioritarian justice
(Gutierrez, Rawls and Stiglitz)

• These theories of preferential justice only included 
humans or nations in their understanding of 
marginalization and vulnerability and, due to this 
anthropocentrism focus, missed the reality that the 
weakest and poorest and most voiceless of all are 
non-human species and the natural environment in 
general.



4. The tenacity of GDP as prime indicator of growth  

• The most glaring gap in GDP is that it may increase and 
create the impression of wealth creation whereas – if natural 
resource use and depletion are taken into account – “real” 
growth might be much lower or even negative. 

• “A lot of GDP growth we are measuring might in fact be 
borrowing from the future rather than real progress.” The 
provocative question is: Are we in fact growing poor? 



How could we approach human subjectivity?

• First movement: The de-centering of the human subject as 
apex- and reference point of the natural  order

• We stand in and with, and not above, the natural order

• Second movement: Acknowledging the subjectivity of other 
species and constructing an inter-dependent web of 
mutuality



Behavioural ethics… determining the 
reasons for ethical decision 

“What we do about ecology depends on our 
ideas of the man-nature  relation.”

(Lynn White 1967)

“…be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind” (St Paul in letter to the Romans, circa 60AD)
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