
 
Pearce and Turner Chapter 15 • ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS 
 
15.1 ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES 
 
Environmental concerns all share a common characteristic in that they are interrelated 
and therefore should not be analysed in isolation. So questions about the economic value 
of species preservation or the costs and benefits of pollution control, for example, soon 
spill over into deeper questions about values, ethics, equality and individual rights. 
 
The term value has been variously interpreted but three environmental value relationships 
seem to underlie the policy and ethics adopted in industrialised societies: values 
expressed via individual preferences; public preference value; and functional physical 
ecosystem value (see Figure 15.1). We have stressed in earlier chapters that economic 
systems are dependent on ecological foundations and ultimately on the maintenance of 
the global lifesupport system. The long-run survival of human society also depends on 
certain functional requirements that are met by a set of social norms (i.e. principles of 
behaviour that ought to be followed). Over time, such norms must be consistent with the 
natural laws governing ecosystem maintenance if sustainability is the accepted policy 
goal. 
 
Neither market-based economies nor planned economies are systems with in-built 
features that would guarantee sustainability. Individuals are assumed to operate according 
to their own preferences within the context of physical requirements and social norms. 
Some analysts claim that there is a need to emphasise the intuitive environmental ethic 
which is present in society but which has remained largely dormant. Currently, however, 
there is no consensus among philosophers as to whether this intuitive ethic can be given 
rational and theoretical support, or what the content of the ethic should be.  
 
The traditional explanation of how value occurs, is based on the interaction between a 
human subject (the valuer) and objects (things to be valued). Any one individual person 
has a number of so-called held values which are the basis of individual preferences and 
which in turn result in objects being given various assigned values. The total economic 
value of a resource (use + option + existence value) is therefore a form of assigned value 
(see Chapter 10).  
 
Debates about the need for and content of a new environmental ethic highlighted 
supplementary and alternative measures of value. It is argued that individuals have public 
preferences as well as private preferences and related assigned values. Public preferences 
are said to involve opinions and beliefs about what ought to be the case rather than 
individual desires or wants. They are the basis of social norms and legislation. 
 
More radically, some environmentalists believe that nature has intrinsic or inherent value 
which exists whether or not humans are around to sense and experience it. This latter 
distinction has been used to help define two basic environmental ethical positions. 
Simplifying matters somewhat, these viewpoints differ in terms of what should and 
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should not be included in the moral reference class (i.e. what sort of things should have 
moral rights and interests). They also differ over the acceptability of the notion of 
intrinsic value in nature. It has been suggested that the moral reference class should be 
extended beyond current human individuals to cover the rights and interests of future 
generations of humans and/or non-human nature. The issue of species preservation 
(which is analysed in economic terms in Chapter 17) will be used to distinguish more 
clearly the two basic ethical positions. 
 
15.2 ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS AND SPECIES PRESERVATION 
 
Figure 15.2 summarises some of the main elements in the ethical debate over the question 
of whether species preservation policy should be strengthened given the escalating rate of 
species loss that the planet is experiencing. Some analysts have argued that ethical rules 
are required to prohibit current human behaviour that has effects upon the long-range 
future as well as the present. Humans must accordingly become generally more aware of 
nature's regulatory mechanisms and must achieve some sort of homeostasis (i.e. position 
of balance) in the utilisation of natural resources. The exploitationist (see Chapter 1) 
world view constrained only by an adequate rate of savings (to benefit future generations) 
must be rejected in favour of a conservationist or eco-preservationist world view. 
According to the exploitative view, current obligations to future generations involve only 
a guarantee that the productive potential of the economy that is passed on has been 
expanded. The conservationist view encompasses the notion of an economic growth 
process constrained by the criterion (applied to particular productive systems) of 
sustainability of resources productivity. Hence our obligation to future generations is now 
two-fold - save and expand the production potential of the economy, while at the same 
time ensuring that such progress is sustainable indefinitely. 
 
Preservationist arguments applied to entire ecosystems, and geographical zones require 
the imposition of pre-emptive environmentally-based standards on economic activity. 
Only after these constraints, necessary to protect biological diversity and biotic functions, 
have been satisfied is it permissible to use economic costbenefit analysis and discounting 
to evaluate projects or policy. Nonpreservationist positions accept the discounting 
procedure without such qualification although the rate of discount chosen is a matter of 
some controversy (see Chapter 14). 
 
It seems to us that the sustainability notion which we developed in Chapter 3 could 
satisfy the majority of the ethical concerns and objectives outlined in Figure 15.2. Recall 
that the basic rules for the maintenance of sustainable economic development implicitly 
contain the idea that the resource stock KN should be held constant over time. 
Maintaining the natural capital stock lends necessarily to the protection of environmental 
functions and services useful to humans as well as actual habits and ecosystems required 
by flora and fauna. Habitat and ecosystem protection will need to be quite extensive in 
order to avoid `island effects' which lead to species decline. Our 
sustainability rules also clearly satisfy the intergeneration equity objectives required for 
`fair' treatment of future generations. 
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Figure 15.2 has simplified and aggregated a number of ethical arguments and positions. It 
does, however, highlight the fact that there is little consensus among philosophers as to 
whether a new environmental ethic is required, or alternatively that traditional forms of 
ethical reasoning need supplementing. Three ethical issues in particular lie at the heart of 
this controversy: 
 
1. Should the world view adopted be essentially anthropocentric or ecocentric? 
2. Should distributional issues be decided on utilitarian, libertarian or contractarian-
egalitarian value systems? 
3. Should individualism or collectivism be the locus of environmental values? 
 
Each of these issues will be briefly analysed in the next section. 
 
15.3 THE SEARCH FOR A NEW ENVIRONMENTAL ETHIC  
 
Anthropocentrism versus ecocentrism 
 
While a number of different types of philosopher are agreed that there must be some 
extension of the moral reference class, in order to support ethical principles necessary for 
a more stringent environmental protection policy, the limits of this process are hotly 
disputed. An anthropocentric environmental ethic (referring to a comprehensive, coherent 
set of principles, obligations and values) would recognise the full range of instrumental 
value (use, option and existence value) in nature. It could also be extended to encompass 
the notion of intergenerational equity and perhaps even the existence of moral interests 
held by non-human but potentially conscious beings (known as the 'expanded-rights 
view). 
 
Supporters of the 'expanded-rights view' by and large believe that an ethic which restricts 
moral standing to humans and/or all consciously sentient beings would still be sufficient 
to safeguard the basic integrity of the global environment. The basis for this argument 
rests on the fact that nature is a storehouse of instrumental value. Provided that this value 
is generally recognised, then humans will make arrangements so as to protect adequately 
their environmental assets. The number and extent of nature conservation/ preservation 
policies that would be deemed justifiable could be quite large. If some animals merit 
moral consideration, for example, then preservation of their habitats will also, more often 
than not, be justified. 
 
This anthropocentric line of ethical arguments has proceeded incrementally, gradually 
moving away from received moral judgements about familiar issues and their 
consequences and on to analogous cases involving the future for humans. It comes to a 
halt part way into the non-human realm and refuses to discard the traditional concern for 
individual beings in favour of any irreducible concern for biotic systems as a whole. The 
outer limits of the anthropocentric environmental ethic debate is well illustrated by the 
so-called extended stewardship ideology. Such a position can be described and defended 
in terms of human interests (i.e. humans should act as nature's steward and practice 
careful husbandry of natural resources, for their own sakes and to protect the interests of 
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other creatures). Thus even if, as seems likely, the moral significance of non-sentient 
living creatures is slight, it is as well to be aware of it. This would be especially the case 
if large numbers of present or future organisms are in question. 
 
Ecocentric ethics require that non-human nature (both conscious and non-conscious) be 
capable of being inherently valuable (i.e. possess intrinsic value not dependent on human 
sensations) and possess moral rights. The class of morally considerable beings should be 
extended to systems and not just individuals. The anchor point for these positions is 
Leopold's 'Land Ethic' According to the Land Ethic, human life, however worthwhile, is 
of value only insofar as it preserves the sustainability of the global environment system 
(the biosphere). Individuals cannot possess absolute intrinsic value, only relative value 
determined by their relative contribution to biosphere integrity. The summum bonum of 
the Land Ethic is the integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic community. This ethic 
seems to support the ecological principle that the characteristic structure of the ecosystem 
(its objective beauty) is vitally important for the preservation of its stability. However, 
the scientific literature should not be interpreted as saying that the more diverse an 
ecosystem is the more robust it is in dealing with outside interference. It is much more 
plausible to claim that the stability of an ecosystem is a function of its characteristic 
diversity. 
 
The Leopold maxim and its implied moral code of conduct carries some controversial, 
and in our view, unacceptable consequences. Food aid to some developing country 
peoples (e.g. in the Sahel region of Africa) could be deemed wrong insofar as the 
continued existence of such human communities leads to further deterioration of their 
local ecosystem because of their wood gathering, dung burning and other practices. Even 
moderately intensive agricultural systems anywhere on the globe could be morally 
suspect because of their threat to the integrity and stability of ecosystems. 
 
Alternatively, if the Land Ethic is merely used as a supplementary ethic alongside 
conventional ethics, then ecosystem good would have to be weighted along with human 
good in order to distinguish moral action. The range of 'critical' interest conflicts could be 
narrowed if a version of the Gaian notion proves acceptable. 
 
The Gaia hypothesis is a scientific theory which implies that life (all the biota) 
profoundly modifies the environment and that this modification acts to stabilise the 
environment. The sum total of the living and non-living components of this system is 
Gaia. So according to the strong version of the hypothesis, the earth is a single huge 
organism intentionally creating an optimum environment for itself. More credible 
scientifically is a weak version of the hypothesis which holds that life has controlled its 
environment within limits narrow enough that life continued. This is a homeostatic Gaia 
devoid of purposefulness but still powerful. Many scientists reject even this version, 
arguing that mindless chemistry and physics is enough to explain the mechanisms that 
affect the composition of the global oceans and atmosphere. 
 
The Gaia debate has stimulated much interesting science on the links between the living 
and non-living world. There may be `core' regions of Gaia which are especially important 
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in terms of biospherical stability (e.g. the original hypothesis held that regions between 
latitudes 45° North and 45° South, particularly continental shelves, wetlands, tropical 
forests and scrublands, represented `core' zones, which also contained key species). 
Human intervention in the 'core' regions should be especially circumspect. 
 
Gaia has been taken as the basis for a holistic ethical system similar in many ways to the 
Leopold Land Ethic. In this system it is argued that humans want and need a biosphere 
that can sustain itself without constant human effort. The Gaian notion fills that need and, 
although far from fragile, its mechanisms are not invulnerable. 
 
Humans are both part of, and apart from, nature. They should therefore not seek futile 
change but endeavour to intervene as constructively as possible. The creation of the 
contemporary English countryside in the wake of the eighteenth century Enclosure Acts 
is often cited as an example of constructive intervention and worthwhile conservation. 
Overall, protection of the global environment need not be regarded as a non-negotiable 
constraint; not every particular ecosystem is necessary for global system survival. 
 
For the deep ecologists only `biotic egalitarianism in principle' (equal rights for all 
species must be recognised at least in theory) offers adequate environmental protection. 
Non-human nature (conscious and non-conscious) is thought to possess intrinsic value in 
the widest sense. Two major problems are raised by this extreme preservationist position. 
If inherent/intrinsic value and not just instrumental natural value exists, what is it and 
how do wt discover it? It seems reasonable to conclude that we either justify our 
acceptance of intrinsic value in nature at an intuitive level only, or we look for support 
via appeals to `expert judgement'. Both of these forms of justification seem problematic. 
 
A second major difficulty with the preservationist case involves the adjudication of cases 
where human and non-human moral interests come into conflict. Even among humans, 
who are conventionally treated as equal moral persons, there are often extremely difficult 
controversies over rights. But acceptance of the preservationist position would mean that 
interspecies and animal-natural habitat conflicts, as well as human interest conflicts, 
would need to be equitably and practicably resolved. Principles or rules for the settlement 
of such moral interests conflicts have not so far been worked out on anything like a 
satisfactory basis. 
 
Notions of compensatory and distributive justice 
 
Another central concern of the environmental ethicists is the need for a new theory of 
justice. Neither utilitarianism (i.e. that an act or rule is to be judged most desirable if it 
maximises either average or total utility, even if some individuals, the minority, lose out) 
nor libertarianism (i.e. an action is desirable or right as long as the individual involved 
has legitimate entitlement or claim to support the action) can support an ethical basis for 
principles of intra- and inter-generational equity (fairness) requiring equal treatment for 
all persons. 
 
These traditional systems of ethics do not in general support the proposition that current 
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generations have moral obligations to future people similar to those that are owed, say, to 
contemporary strangers. Less consideration is owed to the future, it is argued, because of 
the following: 
 
1. The very temporal location of future people. 
2. Ignorance of future people's wants and needs, and the supplementary argument that in 
a contemporary growth society, investments in science and technology will almost 
certainly make people better off in material terms in the future (inherited stock of capital 
and knowledge). 
3. The contingency of future people. 
 
A counter argument to (1) and (2) has it that as long as some people will exist, and will 
be in no relevant way unlike current rights holders, they are worthy of equal 
consideration. Further, whatever the uncertainty about the extent of future preferences, it 
is clear that basic needs will exist and will not be substantially different from 
contemporary ones. The satisfaction of these basic needs will be a prerequisite of the 
satisfaction of most of the other interests of future people regardless of their uncertainty. 
 
Future people may also inherit more than an enhanced stock of capital and knowledge. 
Technologically advanced industrial economies seem to be generating an increasing 
number of `environmental risk' situations (e.g. the generation of hazardous wastes with 
longterm pollution potential and genetic engineering). If global lifesupport systems 
become seriously impaired, future generations may have little opportunity to ameliorate 
or to adapt to their grossly polluted world. 
 
The contingency of future people argument highlights the fact that such individuals may 
not exist at all (possible people) and that their actual number depends in large measure 
upon current actions and decisions. It is therefore argued that current policy cannot be 
governed by reference to harm to the interests of future individuals, because those 
policies determine who those individuals will be and what interests they will have. 
Utilitarians, for example, may conclude then that the present generation has no 
obligations to future persons. They would reach this conclusion because of their 
acceptance of what is known as the Person-Affecting Principle. This principle lays down 
that a person has not been wronged by another unless he has been made worse off by the 
other's act, i.e. he is the other's victim. Therefore nothing which we (the current 
generation) can do, can wrong future actual people (brought about by our actions), unless 
what we do is so bad that these actual future people turn out to wish they had never been 
born at all. 
 
The contractarian approach (i.e. based on actual or hypothetical negotiations which are 
said to be capable of yielding mutually agreeable principles of conduct, which are also 
binding upon all parties) and in particular an amended form of John Rawls' idealised 
decision model (designed to produce procedural rules for a just society) have been cited 
as possible sources of intergenerational equity criteria. Efforts based on the Rawlsian 
framework are not, however, totally convincing. In the original formulation, Rawls has 
rational individual representatives from contemporary society deciding on the rules for a 
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fair society in what he calls the `original position' (the negotiations) and operating from 
behind `a veil of ignorance'. In other words, the representatives make their choices 
without knowing the strata of society they themselves belong to. Various principles, it is 
argued, would be rationally chosen, e.g. equal opportunity for all individuals and the 
'maximin' criterion (i.e. an acceptable standard of living for the least well off in society). 
 
The dual nature of Rawls' theory - justice as rational cooperation and justice as 
hypothetical universal assent - produces conflict as soon as the analysis moves away from 
the self-contained society of contemporaries. In the intergenerational context, if all 
generations are represented in the `original position' then the representatives themselves 
could work out how many actual generations there will be. However, this is one of the 
issues which in some measure is supposed to depend upon their deliberations. Perhaps the 
representative should only know that some (but not all) generations are represented. Both 
the rights of possible people (if it is accepted that they have any) and non-human species 
are not catered for in any set of Rawlsian rules. We are then left with the proposition that 
the rational representative should behave as if he were a `possible person'. 
 
Individualism versus collectivism 
 
Most egalitarians do not restrict their conception of human nature to that exemplified by 
the `rational economic person' model. They also 
emphasise the social and communal aspects of human nature and the possibility of some 
sort of social contract. Adapting a more collectivist approach allows us to recognise so-
called `generalised obligations'. In the intergenerational equity context, such obligations 
could be interpreted to mean obligations on the current generation to maintain a stable 
flow of resources into the future (an inheritance of environmental and conventional 
economic goods and services), in order to ensure on-going human life rather than just 
meeting individual requirements. 
 
From this collectivist viewpoint, all value is still found in human loci, but it is not 
restricted to satisfactions of felt preferences of human individuals. Individuals may also 
hold considered preferences, expressed after careful deliberation, including a judgement 
that the desire or need is consistent with the argument that individuals hold both private 
(self-interested) and public (in the public interest or in the interest of a group or 
community) preferences. 
 
It has been argued that private and public preferences belong to different logical 
categories, because the latter do not involve desires or wants but opinions or beliefs. 
Some environmentalists have concluded that since public preferences are not reflected in 
markettype situations (real or hypothetical) they are therefore not amenable to 
quantification via monetary cost-benefit analysis. These community-regarding values are 
nevertheless reflected in legislation which has passed through the political process. Policy 
priorities are set on the basis of non-economic grounds, i.e. scientific, cultural, historical, 
ethical, as well as economic grounds. 
 
The fixed-standards approach to environmental protection would put primary emphasis 



on the non-economic factors and utilise economic analysis in a cost-effectiveness role. 
But the distinction between cost-effectiveness and full cost-benefit analysis in the 
environmental policy context is not clear-cut. Economic analysis need not be restricted to 
the determination of the least costly methods of achieving social goals. It may also play 
an important role in the process of goal determination, separating the practicable from the 
impracticable. 
 
Given a collectivist position the principle of intergenerational equity can now be 
interpreted in terms of a justice as opportunity' argument and the 'Lockean Standard'. 
Each generation should leave `enough and as good for others that follow on'. Our 
sustainability principle set out in Chapter 3, with its constant natural capital stock KN can 
fulfil this equity objective. In practical terms this means, among others, policies directed 
at the conservation of renewable resources, enhanced technology and recycling 
innovation. What is proposed is that future generations are owed compensation for any 
reduction (due to the activities of the current generation) in their access to easily 
extracted and conveniently located natural resources. So the future's loss of productive 
potential must be compensated for if justice is to prevail. The current generation pays the 
compensation via improved technology and increased capital investment designed to 
offset the impacts of depletion. 
 
In conclusion, we have seen that the passing-on of the resource base `intact', i.e. constant 
natural capital stock KN, over the next few generations is central to the concept of 
sustainable economic development (see Chapter 3). Such a managed growth policy, 
although directed primarily toward the satisfaction of human needs, would also 
necessarily ensure the survival of the majority of nonhuman nature and its natural 
habitats. Adequate environmental safeguards are available therefore without the need to 
adopt any of the radical `deep ecology' arguments and ethics. In particular it is not 
necessary to have to accept the notions of intrinsic value in its widest sense, or of equal 
rights for all species. Our sustainability principle is general enough to encompass the 
environmental ethical concerns of consequentialist philosophy, as well as meeting the 
intergenerational equity objective. 
 



 



 


