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WATER ETHICS 
An 80-minute high school philosophy session designed by Michelle 
Sowey  

Resources needed	

• Internet connection is needed for this session to play video clips. 

• Video clip: The Corporation (short excerpts), excerpted from the 
full documentary at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Y888wVY5hzw  

• Video clip: The River is Me, excerpted from the full documentary at 
https://www.theatlantic.com/video/index/587689/river-me/  

• Excerpts from ‘The Waorani fight for clean water’ available online 
only at https://ifnotusthenwho.me/films/waorani-fight-clean-water/  
(Set up cursor at start point of each clip, in separate windows, to 
streamline the playback.) 

• FenHolloway River video clip, adapted from the Swindled podcast, 
Episode 66: The Brand:  

   

  Introduction 
It’s widely accepted that just because we’re human, we are 
entitled to certain rights. We call these ‘human rights’. Human 
rights are a set of basic freedoms and protections that ensure 
that we’re treated fairly, and that we’re able to make choices 
about our own lives. 

But can these rights be adopted by other, non-human entities? 

That’s a question we’re going to be thinking about today. 

And we’re going to investigate this question by looking at what 
it means to be awarded ‘legal personhood’.  

A ‘legal person’ has rights, protections, privileges, and in some 
instances responsibilities and legal liability. But a ‘legal person’ is 
not necessarily a human being! 

I’ve got several short videos to help us think about personhood 
and rights. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y888wVY5hzw
https://www.theatlantic.com/video/index/587689/river-me/
https://ifnotusthenwho.me/films/waorani-fight-clean-water/


Our first short video clip is excerpted from a documentary 
called The Corporation. 

Stimulus 1: Video clip – The Corporation 
(short excerpts) 
(1.5 mins) 

> PLAY VIDEO CLIP 
This clip is excerpted from full documentary at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=Y888wVY5hzw 

Discussion: The status of corporations 

(10 mins)	

Do you think it’s right for corporations to be granted ‘legal 
personhood’ and to enjoy rights without responsibilities?  

(Pair talk and report back) 

Ensure that students understand what is meant by ‘externalising the 
externalities’. An externality is a consequence of an industrial or commercial 
activity which affects other parties without this being reflected in market 
prices. Externalising it means pushing responsibility for it onto others. 

Students will no doubt recognise the injustice revealed in the video, in which 
executives are able to escape legal liability by setting up corporate structures 
that exonerate them from responsibility for any harms caused in the pursuit of 
profit.  

Example: the Volkswagen emissions scandal:.Between 2008 and 2015, the car 
manufacturer Volkswagen programmed its vehicles’ diesel engines to activate 
their ‘emissions controls’ only during lab testing, so that the vehicles passed 
regulatory testing, but emitted copious amounts of pollution in real-world 
driving. This act of corporate fraud caused a dramatic increase in pollution 
which is expected to cause 59 premature deaths (along with other health and 

environmental consequences). Yet many corporate bosses escaped 
accountability, while the corporation itself (headquartered in Germany) 
cannot be held criminally liable. 

OK, let’s move on to our next clip. 

Stimulus 2: Video clip – The River is Me 
(2 mins)	

>	PLAY VIDEO CLIP	
This clip is excerpted from the full documentary at https://www.theatlantic.com/video/index/587689/
river-me/  

In 2017, New Zealand’s Whanganui River became the first river on earth to gain the same 
legal protections as an individual, after a 150-year-long struggle by the Whanganui tribe to 
have their relationship with the river officially acknowledged. The victory gave the river 
‘legal personhood’ status, allowing the Maori people to designate someone to represent the 
river in court actions.  

This addressed a long-standing injustice. For over a century, the New Zealand government 
and commercial bodies had exploited the river for its resources. Its rapids were dynamited 
to create easier passage for tourist paddle steamers. Its gravel was extracted for minerals. 
The river mouth became a drain for a city's sewage. In the process, Maori fisheries were 
destroyed and the river’s ecological and cultural value were degraded.  

Following the passage of the bill granting the river legal personhood, Gerrard Albert, the 
lead negotiator for the Whanganui tribe said: ‘We have fought to find an approximation in 
law so that all others can understand that from our perspective treating the river as a living 
entity is the correct way to approach it, as an indivisible whole, instead of the Western 
model of treating it from the perspective of ownership and management... The river’s new 
status means if someone abused or harmed it, the law now sees no difference between 
harming the tribe and harming the river because they are one and the same.” 

Information adapted from https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/2019/04/maori-river-in-new-
zealand-is-a-legal-person/	

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y888wVY5hzw
https://www.theatlantic.com/video/index/587689/river-me/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/2019/04/maori-river-in-new-zealand-is-a-legal-person/


Discussion: The status of the river 

(20 mins)	

Do you think it’s right for the river to be granted ‘legal 
personhood’ and to benefit from the protections that affords, 
even if it is not capable of bearing responsibility? 
(Pair talk) 

If the river flooded its banks and destroyed artifacts in a nearby 
museum, should the river be sued for damages?  

If someone drowned in the river, should the river be charged 
with murder? 

Stimulus 3:  Three micro-clips: The 
Waorani fight for clean water - Nemonte 
Nenquimo 
https://ifnotusthenwho.me/films/waorani-fight-clean-water/ 

(4 mins) 

I have here a few short clips from a video about the 
Waorani tribe of Indigenous Amazonians in Ecuador. 
The film is called ‘The Waorani fight for clean water’. 

> PLAY VIDEO CLIPS as follows: 

1)   0:10 - 0:58 
2)   2:05 - 4:03   
3)   6:53 - 7:18 

Discussion: The Waorani fight for clean water: 

(25 mins) 

 Should access to clean fresh water be considered a 
human right? Why? 

Indigenous people have a special connection to their land and 
resources, and they inhabit one-fifth of the earth's surface. The 
collective ownership style of most Indigenous peoples conflicts 
with the modern global market and its continuous demand for 
occupying land and extracting resources.  

Is there an inherent contradiction between respecting 
human rights, and continuing to extract oil (or other non-
renewable resources) from Indigenous lands? 

Is there an inherent contradiction between respecting 
human rights, and allowing the striving for infinite 
economic growth, as the capitalist system requires? 

Where there is a conflict between the needs of 
Indigenous peoples and the demands of the modern 
global market, what should be done?  

Continues overleaf… 

https://ifnotusthenwho.me/films/waorani-fight-clean-water/


Stimulus 4: The FenHolloway River	
(3 minutes) 

> Play video: FenHolloway River  
Video adapted from the Swindled podcast, Episode 66: The Brand – see https://
swindledpodcast.com/podcasts/season-5/66-the-brand/ 

Discussion: The FenHolloway River  (15 min) 

In 1947 community leaders, in an effort to attract business, 
persuaded the legislature to classify the FenHolloway River as 
an industrial waterway. The lawmakers announced that any 
industrial operation shall have the right to discharge sewage 
industrial and chemical waste into the river and into the Gulf of 
Mexico into which the river flows. 

              Should laws be ethical? 

              What is the relationship between laws and ethics? 

Laws are supposedly founded on ethical principles of a society. But 
sometimes laws themselves are unethical, e.g. allowing the river to 
be polluted.  

If you break the law, you can expect to get punished, but if you 
break with ethics (e.g. lying or betraying a friend’s trust), that is 
often permitted by law, and can easily go unpunished. 

The authorities eventually ‘cleaned up’ the river by diverting all 
the pollution straight into the Gulf of Mexico. 

        In what sense was the problem solved?  
        In what sense was it not solved? 

End of session


