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Lesson 3 of 4: Do rocks have rights?

Aim of the lesson 

· to consider on what basis humans attribute value to things – both living and non-living 

· to formulate reasoned opinions and viewpoints, linked to personal beliefs 

· to understand the term ‘moral consideration’

Differentiation / Extension

Differentiation in this lesson is through outcome.  The more able may be challenged by the extension activities suggested in this lesson plan.

Assessment

Through their written responses, students may be assessed on Learning Outcome 3: Explain differing points of view in the terraforming debate, identifying key beliefs and formulating personal responses and Learning Outcome 4: Describe own values and reflect on own relationship with the natural world. They may be assessed on Learning Outcome 5: Consider on what basis humans attribute value and rights to some entities above others through the ideas they contribute in discussion.

Duration:
1 hour lesson

Timings
Starter 
 
15 minutes


Main activities   
35 minutes


Plenary 

10 minutes
Age Group:
 14 – 16 years 

Previous knowledge needed by teacher

Some knowledge of how different faiths/cultures make decisions about the inherent value of things would be useful.

Previous knowledge needed by students

Students will need to draw upon their knowledge of morality and different systems of belief.  It would be helpful if the previous two lessons on terraforming had already been completed.

Background Reading

For teachers, Thinking like a Mountain: towards a Council of all Beings (New Society Publishers 1988) is recommended.  This is an easy-to-read introduction to Deep Ecology containing writing by John Seed, Joanna Macey, Pat Fleming and Arne Naess. Students may like to read the full text of Chief Seattle’s speech and Oh, Lovely Rock, a poem by Robinson Jeffers.

Interesting links to terraforming can be found in 1b[c] ‘Hinduism’ and 1b[a] Buddhism’, which explore Hindu and Buddhist environmental ethics.

Resources

Student Worksheet 1: Do rocks have rights?
Student Resource Sheet 1: The sound of the earth crying

Additional Student Worksheet: Do rocks have rights?

Introduction / Starter activity

Display these quotations prominently in classroom and read them aloud with class.

‘That’s what we’re born for – to stand on a new world and look for the next one – that’s who we are.’

Maggie, in video ‘Mission to Mars’.

‘Mars may someday provide a home for a dynamic new branch of human civilisation, a new frontier, whose settlement and growth will provide an engine of progress for all humanity for generations to come.’

R. Zubrin: ‘The case for Mars: the plan to settle the Red Planet and why we must.’

‘Mars, the Red Planet, is a beautiful and interesting place in its own right….Mars has seasons and its own weather system; high white clouds, ground mists and frosts and duststorms that last for years. Terraforming would change or destroy much of this – Mars has a value irrespective of any value that humanity may place on it.’

P. York, PhD student, University of Queensland, Australia.

Students turn to Student Worksheet 1: Do rocks have rights?

They are asked to match three ways of looking at the terraforming debate to the above quotations, and then to give a personal opinion.

Main Activities

If we have the technology, should we just go ahead and do it?

Discuss with students the term ‘moral consideration’.  This leads to the value which humans put upon entities, both living and non-living.  Many entities are considered by most humans in the developed world to be outside the sphere of moral consideration – it is this stance which is being challenged by modern eco-philosophers and which is being considered in the following task.

Students read a list of entities which are placed in random order.

They are to sort the list according to the value they would put upon them/the rights to moral consideration they would accord them.

Read out to the class the order which one student has decided upon, asking that student to explain his/her choices. Open out to class discussion. Why did another person put this particular entity so much lower? And so on.

Most students will probably have given priority to the most complex life forms, and have accorded least value to the non-living. It is interesting to reflect with them on why this is so.

Then ask students to sort the list again according to a variety of different criteria - beautiful/plain, with feelings/without feelings, useful to humans/not useful to humans, conscious or not, etc.  For this activity, use the Additional Student Worksheet: Do rocks have rights?

Examples of results could be written up on to the whiteboard, for further discussion.

· Can an entity be near the top of one list and near the bottom of another?

· Why is it strange to think of non-living things as possibly having rights?

· Do humans give protection to non-living things only if this is going to be of help to living things?  Is this a morally right way to view the world?  Should not everything have a value of its own, just because it exists?

Help students to understand that these questions are at the heart of the terraforming debate: namely, what are our criteria for assigning value?  What do we really mean when we talk about rights?  Is it just that rights are given by humans to things they value?  Or are ‘rights’ built into some things simply because they exist? Does God confer rights on things?

Extension for the more able: People respond differently to these questions according to their own cultural and religious traditions and beliefs. How influential is our own world view? Could naturalists, pantheists, theists, atheists, humanists come to any agreement? (A dictionary may help students define these terms accurately.)

Plenary

Refer back to the three quotations at the start of the lesson. 

Having discussed the issue of moral consideration, which quotation does each student personally most agree with? Why? 

Extension activities

Read and discuss Student Resource Sheet 1: The sound of the earth crying.  This introduces pupils to the values of indigenous cultures, and also to Deep Ecology.  It should challenge their preconceptions and they may wish to explore issues concerning what kinds of truth they are intended to convey.  Which passage(s) has/have most impact and why? Is it clear from this resource that poetry, symbol and allegory can sometimes tell the truth with more power than factual prose? Literary often wins the day over literal when it comes to capturing hearts and minds.

Aristotle envisaged everything as belonging to a great ‘ladder of nature’ with inanimate matter at the bottom of the pile, followed by plants and up through the various animals to man.
(from ‘Rebuilding the Matrix’ by Denis Alexander.)  It is plain to see the influence of Ancient Greek thought on modern western ideas and ethics.
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