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Robin Attfield’s Applied Ethics (2023) may 
of interest for philosophy students who are 
interested in ethics and look for introduc-
tory material on contemporary disputes 
in the area of morality. However, all those 
interested in the impact of moral valua-
tion on the evaluation of changes taking 
place in the world around us should also 
be satisfied. When reaching for Attfield’s 
latest publication, it is worth situating it 
in the broader context of the British phi-
losopher’s scholarly and educational out-
put. In recent years, Attfield has become 
known as the author of, among others, 
Ethics: An Overview (2012) and Environ-
mental Ethics: A Very Short Introduction 
(2018). The latest book appears to expand 
on the issues raised in one of the chapters 
of Ethics: An Overview. In contrast, the sev-
enth chapter of the reviewed publication 
represents the  essence of  Environmen-
tal Ethics. The positioning of Applied Eth-
ics as part of the peculiar publishing cycle 
proposed by the author is a virtue in itself. 
On the one hand, the book autonomously 
presents the history of applied ethics while, 
on the other, it is inscribed in a longer and 

multifaceted history of philosophical and 
humanistic-social debates. Those wishing 
to gain an insight into the wider context 
of ongoing debates have the option of con-
sulting Attfield’s other books, which are 
coherent in narrative, conceptual and prob-
lematic terms. Students of ethics who would 
like to brush up on their knowledge of ethics 
are encouraged to reach for Ethics: An Over-
view first, followed by Applied Ethics. All 
of these publications are aimed at English-
speaking readers, but it is worth considering 
at least translating them into Polish, as there 
is a lack of such textbooks on our market. 

From the perspective of academic didac-
tics, Applied Ethics has several key strengths. 
Firstly, the author has a feel for the presen-
tation of the topics covered and their scope. 
Consequently, the book can be qualified 
as an academic textbook and not just as 
a scholarly study of a specific topic. How-
ever, it is worth highlighting that publication, 
as it is stated in the subtitle, is an introduc-
tion to applied ethics. Secondly, the vol-
ume of the book (218 pages), the manner 
of  the narrative and the  language itself 
support the view that the textbook should 
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be favorably received by students. Thirdly, 
the problem questions included after each 
chapter allow for independent or group 
study of analyzed issues. They provide 
an interesting incentive to explore the top-
ics in more depth. 

The book consists of  ten chapters. In 
the first ten pages of the first chapter, titled 

“The History and Revival from Applied 
Ethics”, the author shows the importance 
of ethical thought at the turn of the cen-
tury. He discusses the nature of the great 
theories and their impact on the evaluation 
of human action, as well as the relationship 
between theoretical and practical issues. He 
identifies periods in which problems in, for 
example, metaethics led the way, and pre-
sents the contemporary return to applied 
ethics and the search for specific practical 
problems. 

In the second chapter, “Sketches of Some 
Ethical Theories”, Attfield provides a con-
cise and fair historical introduction paying 
more attention to modern and contempo-
rary thinkers than to ancient and medieval 
ones and discusses, among other things, 
the moral law and the question of intrin-
sic values. He presents the assumptions 
of consequentialism, deontological theory, 
contract theory or virtue ethics. For Polish 
students, the textbook may lack reference 
to contemporary continuators of virtue eth-
ics e.g., in the version of Alasdair MacIntyre 
or Michael Slote. Nor will one find refer-
ence to classical and contemporary Thom-
istic concepts. However, the publication is 
not aimed at the Polish market. What is puz-
zling, however, is the omission of the eth-
ics of care derived from the feminist ethics 
stream. The ethics of care in medical context 
as regards the relationship between doctors 
or nurses and patients (Kobyliński 2020), is 
individually developed as nursing ethics in 
the field of applied ethics. The ethics of care 
is also applied in the field of education, 
where the relationship between teachers and 
students comes to the fore. The theoretical 
assumptions of this ethics, which has a very 
practical dimension, have been developed 

for more than 30 years. It is therefore sur-
prising that Attfield’s book lacks any men-
tion of it. 

One of the chapters deserving attention is 
chapter three, “Inter-Generational Ethics”. It 
is not just due to the topicality of the issue 
itself, but also to the way in which it is pre-
sented. One could even wish that Attfield 
would devote his next book exclusively 
to inter-generational ethics. In the first para-
graphs, he presents the changing approaches 
in ethics to commitments to the future, 
or more precisely to future generations. 
Then, he explains the key concepts used in 
the debate. However, he does not take a clear 
position on his understanding of the term 

“future generations”. This is probably related 
to the adopted methodology that he men-
tions in the last chapter. Nevertheless, it is 
worth considering who are those future gen-
erations that we are supposed to be respon-
sible for. Are they our children, who in 20-30 
years will be deciding on our world and who 
are already alive? Are they also the poten-
tial children of our children, but who are 
not yet here? Attfield points out that when 
talking about future generations, one is 
thinking primarily about the preferences 
of future generations. However, future inter-
ests are unpredictable. According to him, it 
is possible to take responsibility for several 
future generations. Although it is difficult 
to determine the extent of this responsibil-
ity, our impact on future generations, includ-
ing those of other species, should not be 
underestimated. An interesting and timely 
addition to this thread is Attfield’s take on 
the problem of global population growth. 
According to him, construction of human 
sense of security is based on the belief that 
children will live to adulthood. He therefore 
concludes that stabilization of the future 
population must take into account not only 
family planning, but also long-term security, 
improved health care and education.

In chapter four, titled “Inter-Species Eth-
ics”, the author takes up the issue of ani-
mal ethics, which becomes a pretext for 
confronting the attitude of contemporary 
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man towards the animal world. As one 
reads through the chapter, one can see that 
the topic is close to the author’s heart, and 
he navigates it well. He discusses classi-
cal approaches to the topic represented by 
the views of Peter Singer, as well as the the-
ory of rights of Tom Regan, whose views 
were disseminated in Poland by Dorota 
Probucka (Probucka 2015) who also presents 
a contemporary view of the issue taken up 
by referring to the views of, among others: 
Michael S. Fox, Raymound G. Frey, Martha 
Nussbaum and David Clough. An interest-
ing elaboration of this thread is the sub-
ject of linguistic statements about animals. 
Attfield analyses how animals are currently 
spoken about. He also shows the problem 
of anthropomorphisation of animals from 
different perspectives, including ethical ones. 
This is an extremely topical subject, raised in 
Polish literature by, among others, Dominika 
Dzwonkowska who draws attention to it in 
her latest book (Dzwonkowska 2022: 36-45). 
Attfield, additionally, does not overlook 
the topic of veganism and at the same time, 
he does not hesitate to ask the question 
whether some animal killing can be justi-
fied. An important thread in this chapter is 
the attention paid to the role of feelings in 
the ethical dimension. It must be acknowl-
edged that Attfield examines this strand 
exclusively from the perspective of animals. 
However, the mere attention to the role 
of feelings in ethical valuation is valuable 
for it shows that moral development and 
ethical decisions, also require emotional 
and affective development. Desensitisation 
to animal suffering leads to the loss of emo-
tional sensitivity to, among other things, 
the situations and states in which animals 
find themselves. In a broader perspective, it 
helps to show the importance of moral sen-
sitivity, which is not built solely on rules and 
principles. It is also interesting to see how 
Attfield tackles topical and yet specific issues 
troubling contemporary societies, among 
others in the fields of agriculture, fisher-
ies or genetic engineering. An intriguing 
conclusion to this chapter is the paragraph 

contrasting animal ethics with environmen-
tal ethics. The problems that arise in both 
areas do converge, but on the other hand, it 
is more valuable to see the differences that 
reveal themselves when they are juxtaposed. 
These concern the view of the role of suffer-
ing in ethics or the attitude towards protec-
tion of ecosystems. 

In the  fifth chapter titled “Biomedi-
cal Ethics”, the history of the development 
of biomedical ethics is briefly described at 
the outset. From a Polish perspective, it may 
be interesting to refer not only to the Hip-
pocratic Oath, but also to the Nuremberg 
Code, which is little known in the country 
on the Vistula. Attfield’s use of excerpts from 
specific codes for his analyses allows him 
to show the reasons for a renewed interest 
in philosophical bioethics. The chapter also 
mentions other bioethical topics, such as 
abortion, infanticide or euthanasia. He anal-
yses the already classic position of Judith 
Thompson in this field, but also presents 
a counterargument formulated by, among 
others, Donald Marquis or Mark Taylor 
Brown. One fresh perspective on biomedi-
cal issues is to confront them with issues 
of justice and, in particular, with the conse-
quences of their social impact. 

Chapter six, “Development Ethics and 
Population Ethics”, addresses quite topi-
cal issues that call for a broader analysis 
of the changes taking place in the world, 
starting with reflection on development 
itself, which entails systemic transforma-
tions and requires ethical reflection, through 
minimizing the  costs of  development, 
such as hunger and poverty, among other 
energy-related issues and finally, by arriving 
to the idea of sustainable development and 
its implementation.

What is valuable about Attfield’s work is 
that he goes beyond theoretical consid-
erations repeatedly referring to legal docu-
ments implemented or enforced either inter-
nationally or in individual countries. In this 
case, he refers to the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals, which have been replaced by 
the Sustainable Development Goals. Some 
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dissatisfaction may be felt due to the fact 
that in his analysis Attfield fails to distin-
guish specific social groups, such as children 
and women (Wilczek-Karczewska, Pawlus, 
and Waleszczyński 2020). 

Chapter seven moves on to a discussion 
of environmental ethics and climate ethics. 
In addition to providing a historical outline 
and foundations of environmental ethics, 
the author examines here the issue of sus-
tainability and human interests. It is worth 
noting that the category of interest is particu-
larly important in discussions about develop-
ment, climate and recognition of the interests 
of others (future generations, non-human 
animals, nature, including inanimate nature). 
However, the precautionary principle, which 
Attfield implements in climate debate, may 
be more practical and useful in such discus-
sions. It is less well known in Poland and 
consequently sporadically raised, let alone 
applied in practice. In the following para-
graphs, he addresses the loss of biodiversity 
and presents arguments for its protection 
and the concept of debt-for-nature swap. 
In discussing the latter theme, he refers 
to the example of Costa Rica and the analyses 
of Nicole Hassoun (Hassoun 2012). Attfield, 
moreover, does not shy away from unusual 
considerations, even in the field of astrobiol-
ogy. For the Polish reader, these may seem 
rather exotic areas, but they certainly prompt 
wider ethical reflections. The chapter closes 
with the issues of migration, compensation 
and de-growth in the context of environmen-
tal ethics.

In the eighth chapter, the author takes us 
into the area of questions related to punish-
ment, compensation and capital punishment. 
Attfield begins by analyzing the issues of debt 
and promises, which he relates to the past 
and then, provides an interesting introduc-
tion to the various positions on the meaning 
of punishment. He begins by asking whether 
punishment can at all be justified and then 
moves on to such questions as retaliation 
and deterrence. Attfield points here to his-
torical events evincing the fact that justice 
can sometimes lead to injustice. The guided 

narrative forces the reader to recurrently 
return to the question of the essence of pun-
ishment. Consequently, it is also indispensa-
ble to face and consider the question of repa-
rations. The author touches on the African 
theme, especially related to reparations 
of slavery and murders by colonizers. East-
ern Europe and the wrongs inflicted by 
the German Nazis and post-war reparations 
also feature in the analyses. The chapter 
closes with a brief discussion of the history 
of the death penalty and analyses of the pos-
sibilities of moral justification for the death 
penalty. 

Chapter nine is devoted to the ethics of 
war and peace. As in the previous chapter, 
Attfield begins with a fundamental ques-
tion – can war be justified? He presents a 
broad spectrum of positions, ranging from 
pacifist views to those allowing for the pos-
sibility of nuclear weapons. In presenting 
the position in which war could be justi-
fied, he refers to the views of Jonathan Parry 
(Parry 2020: 692). He summarizes the two 
traditional approaches referred to as jus ad 
bellum and jus ad bello. The issue of jus-
tifying warfare (Cebula and Płotka 2017; 
Cebula 2020), and above all the extent to 
which violence is used and scaled, is a very 
topical one. The conduct of warfare for the 
sake of humanitarian protection is a special 
case. Attfield does not, however, shy away 
from sensitive topics, including military 
action in Kosovo or Somalia. He also gives 
food for thought to questions of individ-
ual responsibility of those involved in such 
actions. In separate paragraphs, he analy-
ses the nuclear issue and draws attention to 
historical uses of nuclear weapons and pos-
sible new nuclear conflicts in various areas 
of the globe. He also accentuates the impor-
tant contemporary element of nuclear deter-
rence. The chapter closes with a brief analy-
sis of the impact of military action on the 
environment.

In the final, tenth chapter, “Applied Eth-
ics and Ethical Theory”, the British philos-
opher reflects on the relationship between 
applied ethics and ethical theory. The author 
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considers the extent of moral responsibility 
of subjects in action, and how moral norms 
change over time also looking at ethical 
theories in the context of their application 
in practice. The chapter concludes with 
a reflection on how each of us can become 
an ethicist for ourselves and make informed 
moral decisions. It is the final chapter that 
shows us the author’s methodical intention. 
The reviewed book is not and is not intended 
to be an exposition of a particular ethical or 
philosophical perspective. We will not find 
unequivocal answers to the disputes that 
plague the modern world. Nor will we find 
suggestive proposals for the proper resolu-
tion of ethical disputes. Instead, it provides 
an interestingly composed foreshadowing 
of the story we ourselves will have to tell. 
Attfield attempts to provide us with tools 
which can enable us to formulate our own 
ethical theories (198–199). Does he succeed 
in doing so? The answer to this question will 
be complex and multi-threaded. 

First of all, it is safe to say that Applied Eth-
ics is a valuable position for the promotion 
of moral issues in the field of environmen-
tal ethics in the broadest sense. On the Pol-
ish publishing market, it would be difficult 
to find a book that discusses the undertaken 
issues so broadly. This is where the first dif-
ficulty arises. The discussion of a number 
of themes is cognitively attractive, espe-
cially if we take into account aptly chosen 
topics, examples and preliminary analy-
ses. These all meet the requirements for 
a book that is intended to be an introduc-
tion to a specific topic. This is what Att-
field’s work is designed to serve, at least that 
is what the subtitle would suggest. However, 
the author has indicated another purpose 
in the last chapter. He hopes that the reader 
will begin to formulate his or her own ethi-
cal theories independently. For this, in my 
view, the book fails to prepare the readers. 
It provides a number of interesting deduc-
tions that may become an inspiration for 
formulating one’s own positions in specific 
disputes (which in itself is valuable from 
a didactic perspective) or to replicate them 

in various discussions. However, it does not 
provide any methodological tools for con-
structing one’s own coherent ethical system. 
Nor does it present a comprehensive and 
unified theory that the author himself could 
propose or defend. 

Marginalization of the category of virtue 
seems acceptable given the deflation of its 
importance in recent years, especially in 
the field of environmental ethics, although 
in Poland one can rather speak of its flour-
ishing (Dzwonkowska 2021; Piekarski 2020). 
Attfield brings to  the  fore the category 
of responsibility, which has a rich tradition 
in ethics. However, he fails to provide a reli-
able basis enabling the reader to develop 
a method of resolving practical ethical dis-
putes based on the category of responsibility. 
Parts of the book that refer to historical and 
theoretical questions give mostly a cross-
cutting view of detailed issues. Even the cat-
egory of responsibility itself seems to have 
a single shade, and in relation to specific 
situations we can only argue about its scope. 
One may ask the author whether his under-
standing of responsibility coincides with that 
of, for example, Emmanuel Levinas, whose 
views are also confronted with ecologi-
cal issues and the natural world (Edelglass, 
Hatley, and Diehm 2012). Religious sources 
of responsibility will also have different 
meanings (Sadowski 2017). The question is 
not which way of understanding responsibil-
ity the reader will opt for, but how Attfield 
justifies his position. He seems to forget that, 
even in the field of applied ethics, besides 
pointing out specific resolutions, it is impor-
tant to provide their sound justifications. 
This note of suggestive and perhaps some-
what biased, but more in-depth insight on 
Attfield’s part into the problems of applied 
ethics is missing in this book. 

Other important categories in the pre-
sented disputes are needs and interests. 
Here, too, the publication lacks precision 
or some basic distinctions to distinguish 
or differentiate the concepts used in psy-
chology and economics from those used in 
ethics. When are we dealing with a sense 
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of  need and when are we dealing with 
an actual need? If a seagull wants to eat 
(another) piece of bread, is that its real 
need? Of course not. So, should I feed it 
(even with food suitable for it) or leave it 
alone? These seemingly trivial questions do 
indeed impinge on practical considerations. 
It is a different matter whether we have 
to respond to the real needs of others, if they 
themselves are able to respond and meet 
them. Do we then have to take responsibility 
for them or rather serve them? This applies 
to nature as well as to various social groups. 
Do people in the so-called third world 
countries need interference from developed 
countries or should they respond more inde-
pendently to their needs. Do countries and 
social groups have needs or only interests? Is 
the possession of nuclear weapons by such 
countries as Iran or Poland their need serv-
ing the purpose of increasing their deter-
rent capability or is it rather their interest. 
Can a particular specific interest be replaced 
by its equivalent? These questions posed in 
practical situations necessitate not only hav-
ing a specific vision of the world, but also 
precisely defined categories and concepts 
that will allow one to become an ethicist 
in their own right. It is difficult to develop 
one’s own ethical theories when one does 
not have precise philosophical tools. 

In chapter three, Attfield takes up the 
topic of inter-generational ethics. He begins 
by defining what is meant by “future gen-
erations” (32–33) using a definition from 
the Encyclopedia of Global Bioethics. He 
defines them as the children and grand-
children of our own families, communities 
or countries slightly expanding this defi-
nition to include other species and more 
than two or three generations. However, he 
ignores the fundamental question, namely, 
whether it is possible to be ethically respon-
sible for something or someone who does 
not yet exist or exists only as a probability 
of some event. (This is more abstract than 
being responsible for a fetus developing in 
a woman’s womb.) Is there any gradation 
between these future hypothetical others? 

What will determine my choice between 
developing nuclear technology (including 
military technology) in my country and 
increasing the potential safety of “my” future 
generations or increasing the potential dan-
ger of radioactive contamination of the land 
for “my” and other future generations. Will 
the category of “my” future generations 
change with a change of  residence and 
a move from Europe to southern Africa? It 
is difficult to find answers to these questions 
in Attfield’s work. These seemingly trivial 
issues show how complex and challenging it 
is to navigate the meanders of applied ethics. 

Attfield’s book is a good introduction 
to applied ethics in the field of environmen-
tal ethics in its broadest sense. It provides 
an insight into a multitude of practical con-
temporary discussions and problems and 
can thus be recommended to those willing 
to broaden their cognitive horizons or those 
seeking research inspiration. The language 
of the book makes it a pleasant read, even as 
a popular science text but it fails to provide 
a basis to build one’s own ethical theory or 
to find precise categories to resolve ethical 
disputes. This, however, does not seem to be 
its main purpose. 
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