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Chapter Three
Environmental concern: can humans avoid being partial? Epistemological awareness in the Zhuangzi

Karyn Lai

Abstract

Discussions of human partiality—anthropocentrism—in the literature in environmental ethics have sought to locate reasons for unnecessary and thoughtless degradation of the earth’s environment. Many of the debates have focused on metaethical issues, attempting to set out the values appropriate for an environmental ethic not constrained within an anthropocentric framework. In this essay, I propose that the fundamental problem with anthropocentrism arises when it is assumed that that is the only meaningful evaluative perspective. I draw on ideas in the Zhuangzi, a classical Chinese philosophical text of the Daoist tradition. The Zhuangzi scrutinises the debates of its day, focusing on the attitudes of the thinkers who sought to trump others in the debates. Through many images expressed in stories, the Zhuangzi asserts the irreducibility of individual perspectives, challenging its readers to examine the insularity of their own views. I suggest that the epistemological awareness in the Zhuangzi helps in our understanding of anthropocentrism.

1. Introduction

One concern in environmental ethics is to analyse and understand the root of humanly caused environmental ills. In the literature, there are discussions that attribute these problems to human partiality, namely, anthropocentrism. However, this is often accompanied by the recognition that anthropocentrism, expressed in this essay in terms of partiality toward human life and values, is to some extent unavoidable. Hence some theorists suggest a weak anthropocentric approach—one that does not always and unquestioningly prioritise human goals and pursuits—as a viable environmental ethic.
 This suggestion is not always met with approval, however, as even a weak endorsement of anthropocentrism will ultimately reduce or assimilate environmental values to human ones.

This essay examines a key consideration in this debate, that of partiality. Its aim is to analyse the notion of partiality and hence to enlighten discussions on the tension between human and environmental values. The discussion draws from an ancient Chinese text, the Zhuangzi,
 a text of the 4th to 3rd centuries BCE associated with the figure Zhuangzi (399?–295? BCE). Like many of the texts from the period, the discussions here focus on quelling the unrest of the Warring States period (Zhanguo 475–221 BCE). The Zhuangzi also includes reflections on the nature of the proposals of other thinkers: their approaches to stability largely involved the establishment of normative institutions. For example, the Confucians advocated ren (humaneness), li (behavioural propriety) and yi (rightness) for guiding moral, social and political life while the Mohists recommended the use of fa (models or patterns). In contrast to these two proposals, the Legalists sought to employ xing (punishments) to induce compliance with penal laws.
 For many of the thinkers, the implementation of (their particular set of) standards was crucial to the attainment of stability: while the Legalist solution forced conformity, the Confucian proposal that incorporated humanistic ideals also sought to establish normative practices for the people.

The Zhuangzi discusses the narrowness of each of the doctrines. In particular, it points out the alleged exclusivity and singularity of each of these doctrines:

Down below in the empire there are many who cultivate the tradition of some formula, and all of them suppose that there is nothing to add to what they have.

According to the text, the defender of each doctrine was partial to his own. Each asserted the correctness (shi) of their own doctrine and maintained all others were wrong (fei). Their attempts to sort out right and wrong through disputation
 were riddled with anxiety.
 The reflections in the Zhuangzi are largely directed at the divisive doctrinal debates and programs for rectifying social life. The discussions dwell on a number of epistemological considerations associated with the partiality of the views. Although the concern of the text is not directly on the natural environment, the Zhuangzi offers an interesting way of understanding partiality. It does not advocate impartiality, that is, to transcend or overcome partiality. Rather, it seems to view partiality as an inescapable facet of life, providing many examples of how individual perspectives are constrained. I suggest that its epistemological insights on partiality will inform debates in anthropocentrism as they expose bias. Nevertheless, they do not expect that all bias can be eliminated. In addition, the text also presents an interesting way of dealing with partiality that is compatible with the plurality of perspectives.

The first section introduces a number of stories in the Zhuangzi that capture its notion of partiality. The discussion focuses in particular on the nuanced way in which the stories highlight how perspectives are constrained by a person’s capacities and experiences. The second articulates the Zhuangzi’s response to partiality: if it is inevitable that perspectives are shaped and constrained by experience, how might bias be dealt with? Here, I suggest that he introduces and embraces the plurality of perspectives to emphasise the restrictive nature of bias. The discussion here focuses on the epistemological attitudes that fuel and underpin the assumption that one’s view is the only legitimate one, as well as how the text responds to the issue. The third and final section applies these insights to environmental ethics by providing a more nuanced understanding of partiality in anthropocentrism. The Zhuangzi’s stories provide material not only for thinking about how other perspectives might be different, they also challenge those who hold that their evaluative perspectives are the only valid ones.
2. Sources of Partiality

The Zhuangzi begins with a story of contrasts in chapter one: there is a giant bird, Peng, on the one hand, and two small creatures, a cicada and a little dove, on the other. Peng, whose size is fantastical, flies at a height of ninety thousand li.
 The little creatures discuss its movements with limited comprehension:

The cicada and the little dove laugh at this, saying, “When we make an effort and fly up, we can get as far as the elm or the sapanwood tree, but sometimes we don’t make it and just fall down on the ground. Now how is anyone going to go ninety thousand li to the south!”
 
The size and capabilities of the cicada and the dove restrict their grasp of the extent of Peng’s capacities. The Zhuangzi augments the contrast between the giant bird and the little creatures in its description of the capacities of Peng:

When the [Peng] journeys to the southern darkness, the waters are roiled for three thousand li. He beats the whirlwind and rises ninety thousand li, setting off on the sixth month gale. Wavering heat, bits of dust, living things blowing each other about—the sky looks very blue. Is that its real colour, or is it because it is so far away and has no end? When the bird looks down, all he sees is blue too […] If wind is not piled up deep enough, it won’t have the strength to bear up great wings. Therefore when the [Peng] rises ninety thousand li, he must have the wind under him like that. Only then can he mount on the back of the wind, shoulder the blue sky, and nothing can hinder or block him. Only then can he set his eyes to the south.
 

Zhuangzi’s story makes it very obvious to readers how limited the little creatures’ perspectives are, although they are oblivious to it. Another passage notes explicitly that “[y]ou can’t tell a frog at the bottom of a well about the sea because he’s stuck in his little space. You can’t tell a summer insect about ice because it is confined by its season (…(”
. The contextual details of the respective stories express limitations: the inability of the cicada and little dove to fly above a certain height; the frog which is stuck or ‘detained’ (gou) in its well; and the summer insect which is bound (du) to a single season.

However, these imageries do not simply note that the experiences of the respective creatures are experiences of a particular kind. Importantly, the creatures are each limited in their respective abilities because of their physical and sensory capacities. While some of the passages specifically mention physiological limitations, the stories in a general way emphasise that a view based on an individual’s restricted, partial, experience is circumscribed within the limits of that perspective and therefore biased. Like the thinkers of Zhuangzi’s time who did not think there was anything to add to their own view, the cicada and the dove do not realise that their partial views are limiting; they are partial to their own experience because they do not know otherwise. Hence, the little creatures speak laughingly of (xiao zhi yue) Peng’s flight: they pose a rhetorical question about Peng’s capacities, as if those were fantastical.

There are two issues here. The first concerns the limits of one’s experiences and the second focuses on how these constrain a person’s views, making it difficult and at times impossible for the person to understand that there can be alternatives. How does the text resolve these problems? Does it propose an all-inclusive or a holistic view? One account along these lines suggests that the Zhuangzi offers a way of life built upon a realisation of the fundamental unity of opposites.
 According to this view, the Zhuangzi is committed to one correct view. This is problematic as the stories we have seen so far do not concern opposition but present a plurality of perspectives.
 Another account of the Peng story emphasises that its point is to promote the larger, sweeping perspective of Peng.
 Yet, on the other hand, we cannot ignore the discussion that follows the description of Peng’s capacities: Peng, too, has limitations, as it cannot take flight unless the wind conditions are right. While it has a sweeping perspective (“when the bird looks down, all he sees is blue…”), it is unable to discern finer detail. It, too, has only a partial perspective. It seems that the Zhuangzi does not have preference for either of the perspectives; each is limited in its own way. But it is not only insects that have partial experiences and views; humans have them, too:

[T]he blind can never share in the spectacle of emblems and ornaments, nor the deaf in the music of drums and bells. Is it only in flesh-and-bone that there is blindness and deafness? The wits have them, too.
 
This passage states explicitly that it is not only physiological features that circumscribe perspectives. There are also cognitive limitations, which Graham translates as ‘wits’. In another passage, we are shown how those with constrained views engage in argument to assert the correctness of their own views:

Suppose you and I argue. If you beat me instead of my beating you, are you really right and am I really wrong? If I beat you instead of your beating me, am I really right and are you really wrong? Or are we both partly right and partly wrong? Or are we both wholly right and wholly wrong? Since between us neither you nor I know which is right, others are naturally in the dark. Whom shall we ask to arbitrate? If we ask someone who agrees with you, since he has already agreed with you, how can he arbitrate? If we ask someone who agrees with me, since he has already agreed with me, how can he arbitrate? If we ask someone who disagrees with both you and me to arbitrate, since he has already disagreed with you and me, how can he arbitrate? If we ask someone who agrees with both you and me to arbitrate, since he has already agreed with you and me, how can he arbitrate?
 

The partiality of the debaters, each to their own point of view, is captured in this passage by their assertions of right (shi) and wrong (fei). The terms shi (right) and fei (wrong) refer to the fundamental beliefs held by each person: each doctrine has its own shi-fei criteria such that what one holds the other rejects, and vice versa.
 This passage also illustrates the wrong-headedness of attempts to assert one’s (correct) view through disputation. The disagreement over these criteria cannot be resolved between the disputants themselves, nor can an impartial arbiter help, as each perspective is closely intertwined with an individual’s attitudes. For Zhuangzi, it seemed that the debaters were only interested in making pronouncements from their particular point of view. This passage expresses concern over axiological as well as epistemological issues. The former focuses on whether there is only one set of correct criteria, given that the advocates of each doctrine assert its singularity. The pertinent issue here—the epistemological one—concerns the availability of an impartial judge. For how can there be one when each person is himself or herself a judge according to one set of criteria?

3. Dealing with Partiality: Understanding Plurality

One response to these partial views is to agree with each of them, that is, to offer an account of the Zhuangzi’s response as a relativist one. Chad Hansen suggests that the Daoist sage looks at all assertions of right and wrong (shi-fei) from a ‘nonevaluative perspective’.
 Not one of the shi-fei is “privileged or absolute” as “each system is internally self-justifying.”

Although Hansen presents various arguments to this effect, his fundamentally relativist account of the Zhuangzi is problematic because it seems that the text evaluates the doctrines. Hansen’s account that each doctrine has its own set of justifying criteria may seem consistent with the tenor of the Zhuangzi, that is frequently posing questions. However, the text does not accept that these views are justified—and this is what a relativist account asserts. In the Zhuangzi, these partial views, each with its own set of criteria, are commonplace, though the enlightened person does not use them:

Therefore while a shi (‘correct!’) picks out a stalk from a pillar, a hag from beautiful Xi Shi, things peculiar or incongruous, [from the perspective of] dao [a person] sees through them and deems them one (...(. Only the accomplished person knows how to see through them and deem them one. That which deems according to shi he does not use but [he understands that] they are lodged in the commonplace. To understand the ordinary [nature of the views] is to understand their use. To understand their use is to see through them. To see through them is to grasp them.
 

According to a relativist analysis, the accomplished person deems the perspectives equally acceptable, insofar as they are each internally self-justifying. In contrast, the argument here holds that the views are not acceptable, for why otherwise would the text concern itself with the limitations of the creatures?
The passage also focuses on how the accomplished person understands that they are ‘lodged’, that is, the particular views that claim ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are situated at one point and inflexible. A lodged view is a view from a particular position, and is commonplace, being widely used in ordinary discourse. The accomplished person, having a meta-linguistic perspective, understands the nature of disagreement.
 He or she accepts that there are many, partial, perspectives: the text bemoans the Marquis who feeds a treasured bird with wine and meat causes the birds’ death.
 Unlike many of the texts associated with the other doctrinal groups, the Zhuangzi does not seem troubled by plurality.
 It seems instead to delight in and affirm plurality as it attends to the minutiae of individual experiences of the world. It is clear from the discussion on the well-frog and the summer insect that the Zhuangzi holds that such bias cannot be eliminated. Yet, it seems also that the point of the text is not to endorse each of the partial views as a, or the, legitimate view (as a relativist thesis asserts): not one of them is a correct view, nor can any one of them purport to stand in for the rest. 

These stories often contrast different perspectives, using the contrast to highlight the shortcomings in each of the perspectives. In this way, it helps to heighten the deficiencies of each particular perspective. While Peng cannot see the details of small life—‘all he sees is blue’—the cicada and dove cannot fly above the height of the elm tree. In these juxtapositions, it seems that the text is suggesting that, while partiality cannot be eliminated, any one particular perspective can be enriched by consideration of others. One cryptic passage on ‘this’ and ‘that’ may be understood in this light:

There is nothing that is not “that” and there is nothing that is not “this”. One does not see that it is the “that” of others; one only knows what they themselves know.
 

The limiting nature of each perspective is captured by the indexical terms, ‘this’ (zi) and ‘that’ (bi): ‘this’ refers to one’s own perspective while ‘that’ to another’s. From another person’s point of view, however, ‘this’ and ‘that’ are reversed. The passage expresses by way of indexical terms how it is difficult to see beyond one’s particular perspective. This-here-mine: from these angles, it is unimaginable that what is immediate and obvious to oneself should be foreign to someone else. The cicada and dove make light of Peng’s capacities because they are limited by their own.

This raises the question of the extent to which it is possible to understand another perspective. There are limits, as we can see in the cases of the well-frog and the summer insect. However, the text is palpably self-aware that the reader has a two-fold experience. On the one hand, she understands the limitations of perspectives and sees what each of these creatures does not see: in referring to ice, the Zhuangzi expects that the reader grasps winter, unlike the summer insect. On the other hand, the story prompts the reader to reflect on how her own perspective might be partial. The point of these stories, just like the passage on ‘this and ‘that,’ is to remind readers that there are perspectives other than one’s own and that there is a plurality of ways of seeing the world. If we accept this, it would seem that the Zhuangzi is not about the abandonment or negation of one’s own perspective, or the adoption of another’s, nor is it that the different perspectives are equally acceptable. Rather, it is about understanding one’s own partiality.

4. The Zhuangzi’s Views: Implications for Environmental Ethics

The discussions in the previous sections draw attention to the assumption by some that their view is the most important or only legitimate one, and to a suggestion for dealing with partiality. How might these deliberations contribute to the debates on anthropocentrism?

First, in its acceptance that views are unavoidably constrained by individuals’ experiences, the Zhuangzi concurs with a number of weak anthropocentric views that an environmental ethic works around bias rather than eliminates it. One example of this view is expressed by Eugene Hargrove:

I do not think that it is possible for humans to avoid being anthropocentric, given that whatever we humans value will always be from a human (or anthropocentric) point of view. 

Hargrove’s view is not a minority position and his concern is reflected in the debates, manifest in a variety of frameworks, including consideration of the notions of value and valuing,
 value as anthropogenic or anthropocentric
 and between varieties of anthropocentrism.
 The weak anthropocentric positions stem from a concern to articulate a viable environmental ethic that does not centre on humans as the source of value, or its only source. On the other hand, they also recognise that human decisions and activities are taken from an irreducibly human perspective.
 The distinction between ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ anthropocentrism, suggested by Bryan Norton, is one attempt to resolve this tension:

A value theory is strongly anthropocentric if all value countenanced by it is explained by reference to satisfactions of felt preferences of human individuals. A value theory is weakly anthropocentric if all value countenanced by it is explained by reference to satisfaction of some felt preference of a human individual or by reference to its bearing upon the ideals which exist as elements in a world view essential to determinations of considered preferences.
 

At first reading, Norton’s terminology of ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ seems to suggest that the difference between the two types of anthropocentrism is a matter of degree. However, if we attend carefully to Norton’s distinction, it becomes clear that weak anthropocentrism is not simply different in degree to strong anthropocentrism. In other words, the difference is not merely a concern about where we draw the line along a continuum of felt preferences. The critical difference is about the allocation of priority to preferences, of humans, other beings, species and the earth environment. As we can expect, there is a significant body of literature that sets out to articulate the axiological differences between values that derive entirely from a human perspective and those that do not.
 In bringing our discussion of the Zhuangzi to bear on this issue, the focus is on the emotional-dispositional unwillingness of some to consider a case from any other than their own perspective. 
Zhuangzi’s examples of partial views help in the visualisation of partiality and are especially insightful in identifying the close, and important, connection between having partial views and being partial. The heated arguments of Zhuangzi’s day bore both aspects. Not only did the debaters hold partial views, they were each partial to their own. The text effectively describes the emotional attachment—and defensiveness—that is characteristic of those who see their view as being the only viable position:

(…( daily there is the striving of mind with mind. There are hesitancies, deep difficulties and reservations. There are small apprehensions which cause restless distress and great apprehensions that produce overwhelming fears. There are those whose utterances are like arrows from a bow, who feel it their charge to pronounce what is right and what is wrong. There are those who, as if guided by a covenant, are determined to overcome.

This passage refers explicitly to the emotionally charged attitudes of those who are partial to their view and to the correctness of their vision. In contemporary debates on the environment, the problem is similar: it is not simply that viewing things from an anthropocentric perspective is problematic but rather the assumption that it is the only legitimate point of view.

Secondly, this account of plurality may come across as similar to a pragmatic approach, one that typically embraces plurality of values.
 It is important, however, to note that the Zhuangzi’s focus is not on the plurality of values but on the plurality of perspectives. How are the two different? To maintain plurality in values is to assert that there are different, acceptable, value-systems that come into play in relation to a particular issue or situation. This involves a meta-ethical commitment to the view that there is more than one set of valid norms or values. In the terminology of the Zhuangzi, this would imply a commitment to the sets of shi-fei values, that at least some of them are equally valid.
 
To maintain plurality of perspectives, however, does not entail a commitment to a plurality of values. According to this view, the Zhuangzi does not commit to a pluralistic—or, indeed, to any—account of truth or value. The upshot of this view is not to force stakeholders to accept any one, or a plurality, of values, but to persuade them to see that there might be other legitimate concerns arising from other perspectives. In other words, while plurality of values is a metaphysical stance, the plurality of perspectives is an epistemological stance. Because the latter does not entail metaphysical commitments, it avoids the problems associated with a pluralist axiology.

Thirdly, the stories in the text challenge the defensiveness of those who hold there is only one correct evaluative standpoint. Its focus on the attitudes of those engaged in debates in Zhuangzi’s time resembles and pre-dates the views of Emotivism first raised by Charles L. Stevenson in 1937, that ethical terms express a speaker’s feelings of approval and disapproval.
 Naturally, we do not expect of a 4th century BCE text the level of sophistication that we now see in the ensuing debates in this area, that have extended to consideration of issues including the truth conditions of moral statements, non-cognitive attitudes that resemble desires rather than beliefs, and so on.
 It is not the place to rehearse these debates here, but it is worth mentioning that the Zhuangzi articulates what we might call a proto-Emotivism. As the Zhuangzi sees it, the problem is not resolved through debates at the normative level but in part through addressing attitudes; this may be instructive for how we respond to anthropocentricism.
Finally, I suggest we draw on the resources in the text to challenge those who hold that their view is the only valid one. In the first place, we may use the stories to prompt a person to examine their epistemological assumptions; in particular, where a person shows little awareness that his or her perspective might be partial. Secondly, Zhuangzi’s images of defensiveness and insularity may be used to scrutinise the pre-philosophical attitudes underlying anthropocentricism. In this way, the text contributes to debates on environmental ethics not by engaging with issues concerning the scope and nature of environmental values. Rather, its value lies in its epistemological insights. Both the ideas discussed here, and the suggestive imagery of the stories in the text, are helpful in addressing a possible contributory factor to anthropocentrism, namely, the view fuelled by a conviction that there is only one correct—anthropocentric—perspective. It can help put such bias into perspective.
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