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Question : Which socio-ecological ethical positions may better inform choices to be made in creating fairer futures for all life?


Socio-ecological ethics: a religion with too many priests
This is the title of my paper and simultaneously the conclusion thereof. To substantiate this position, I have divided the paper in three parts. I will start with several options to circumscribe the ultimate goal, a fairer future for all, both from an anthropocentric and eco-centric point of view. In the second part I will give an overview of different major socio-ecological ethical positions that have shaped the debate over the last 40 years. After a short analysis, I conclude that on a theoretical level the eco-centric ethical positions have the potential to better inform choices, however on a practical level, they lack power to undermine the anthropocentric worldview. 

1. The goal: fairer futures for all

Creating a fairer future for all has been a quest for many centuries. But what is a fair future? 

Three kinds of fairness
Fairness is often seen as “highly subjective, self-centered and self-serving”  (Johansson 2014: 215). Scholars Primeaux and Le Veness (2005) distinguish three types of fairness: the rational, the emotional and the spiritual one. 
· Rational fairness is based on an enlightened self-interest that puts the interests of “the individual” at the centre. The health and safety website www.fairfutureattesla.org of Elon Musk’s Tesla corporation appertains to that perspective. The objective is not always a matter of greed or selfishness, but ultimately serves the own interests, which in a competitive world is considered “fair”. This is unquestionably a deep anthropocentric kind of fairness.
· Emotional fairness places “the other”, human or non-human, at the centre and considers fairness a communal good rather than an individual one, even though community is often limited to the direct environment. The Swiss Fair Future Foundation, https://www.fairfuturefoundation.org, provides free healthcare services to more than 30.000 people per year and serves as a good example of emotional fairness. This kind could either be anthropocentric if “the other” is limited to fellow humans or eco-centric if it is nature-centred.
· Spiritual fairness sees “the whole” before its parts and is not limited to the majority but covers the totality of possibilities. It refers to “the existence of something other than oneself, other people and nature”. (Primeaux and Le Veness, 2005: 98). It is a fairness of delight, without limitations in time or place. This is an eco-centric fairness of which, unfortunately, no example can be found (yet). 

Anthropocentric Fairness
One cannot write a paper on “fairness” without reference to the American philosopher John Rawls, the father of the social justice theory. In the “Theory of Justice”, John Rawls (1971) sees justice as fairness if it is based on equal rights, equal opportunities and the promotion of the interests of the least advantaged members of society. A fair society is based on equality: “social goods are to be distributed equally, unless an unequal distribution would be to everyone's advantage, and particularly must benefit those who will have the least” (Wenar 2017). Rawls's foundation for his theory is a thought experiment called the “original position” probing people to define the kind of society they would like to live in if they did not know upfront which social position they would have. The outcome defines a fair and just society. Rawls’ theory of justice embraces both an emotional and rational approach of fairness, however it remains fundamentally anthropocentric. 

The most broadly accepted definition of a “fair future” is the 30-year-old notion of Sustainable Development. In the Brundtland report “Our common future”, “Sustainable Development” is defined as a “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (United Nations 1987:15). Even though it adds an intergenerational aspect to fair distribution, it remains mainly anthropocentric.

Not only are both Rawl’s Social Justice and the Brundtland’s definition of Sustainable Development fundamentally anthropocentric but also they are limited in scope to “fair distribution” whereas fairness should be defined in a broader sense to include respect and participation (Young 1990). Young underlines that it is more important to focus on what causes unfair distribution rather than try to define what it is. To Young, distributional unfairness comes directly from social structures, cultural beliefs, and institutional contexts and social justice therefore needs to include “the elimination of institutionalized domination and oppression” (Young 1990: 15). This is in line with the ecofeminist academic and activist movement. 

Eco-centric Fairness
Deep ecologist David Orton warns for the ecological limits of the anthropocentric social justice (Curry 2001: 114). Questions of social justice are important but not sufficient. Orton is one of the founders of the Left Biocentrism Movement, advocating that nature must come first because “there is no justice for people on a dead planet” (Orton 2008).
Orton expands the notion of social justice to include both environmental justice, being justice among humans on environmental issues and ecological justice, being understood as justice toward the natural world. Environmental and ecological justices focus on the intersections between the systemic exploitation of humans and the natural world. It also extends to consideration of our ethical obligations to the biosphere and the creatures that inhabit it. Here again, it is not only a matter of fair distribution, but “Struggles for environmental justice are embedded in the larger struggle against oppression and dehumanization that exists in the larger society” (Scholsberg 2001: 9).

2. The means: socio-ecological ethical positions
Almost always when global problems are discussed, especially so in discussions related to climate change, the answers are sought in technological solutions that do not require changes in our current lifestyles, values or ideas of morality. However, any adequate answer, even a technological one, implies a value judgment. The current climate change problems put us in the middle of a “perfect moral storm” (Gardiner 2006) because of the multitude of ethical positions involved that make it extremely difficult to find an all-encompassing ethical answer. Gardiner goes one step further and predicates that even if even such an answer could be found, we would still find it difficult to act upon it. This is what the American ecologist Garrett James Hardin calls  “the tragedy of the commons” : in a shared-resource system, all users will act according to their self-interest even if it goes against the interest of the common good and all users will thereby be depleting or spoiling the common resource through their collective action (Hardin 1968: 1244). This (partly) explains why people do not change their habits and continue to overstep their ecological footprint, which is indeed a tragedy. 

The question of virtue, ethics and human behavior has been at the centre of the philosophical quest for centuries. It has gained a new momentum with the impendence of the worldwide ecological cataclysm. The environmental crisis has given rise to new forms of ethical thinking, the ecological ethics. They complement and/or undermine the current dominant anthropocentric ethics based on the “Cartesian-Baconian dream of a human conquest of nature by means of a scientifically informed technology” (Callicot 2001: 92).  


Evolution from anthropocentric ethics to eco-centric ethics
Until the seventies, ethics had basically been centered around the questions of right and wrong from a purely human perspective. Until that period, nature was not considered to have any intrinsic value, only an instrumental one, and could be used at liberty to serve human progress (Brennan and Lo 2015). In anthropocentric ethics, intrinsic value only applies to humans or, at least, humans have more intrinsic value than non-humans. Johan Hattingh calls this the ethical position of the “Ruthless Developer” championing an unrestrained exploitation of natural resources (Hattingh 1999: 71). This is not saying that anthropocentric thinking does not recognize the non-intrinsic wrongness of anthropogenic environmental damage, especially if human well-being is at risk.

With the rise of the ecological movement began the search for rational arguments to demonstrate the intrinsic value of non-humans. French Philosopher Luc Ferry phrases thiss with a winks as follows: "After the emancipation of blacks, women, and animals, now comes the emancipation of trees and stones" (Ferry 1992). Some of the first theories expanded the anthropocentric worldview to include duties toward the earth (Light and Katz 1996), however the more recent theories call for a fundamental change of values in connection to the environment, leading to the birth of “environmental ethics” as a new sub-discipline of philosophy. Brennan and Lo (2016) define environmental ethics as a “discipline in philosophy that studies the moral relationship of human beings to, and also the value and moral status of, the environment and its non-human contents”. However, the brief history of the environmental ethics is one of diversification rather than harmonization (Hattingh 1999: 71). This is illustrated by the fact that eminent scholars cannot even agree on the title of the discipline. Considering “environmental ethics” still too anthropocentric, Patrick Curry substitutes the word “Ecological Ethics” (Curry 2011: 8). 

The evolution to more ecological ethics occured simultaneously in three countries: USA (Aldo Leopold), Australia (Richard Routley and Val Plumwood) and Norway (Arne Ness).

In the USA, Aldo Leopold advocated in 1949 a “land ethic” in his book A Sand County Almanac (Leopold 1949). He broadened the ethical thinking by arguing that land is to be loved and respected and argued for a moral obligation toward the whole biotic community (Leopold 1949: 224–5). It is also in the USA that the environmental “rights” movement was born with Jeremy Bentham’s claim to the intrinsic value of animals and Singer’s animal liberation perspective (Hattingh 1999: 74) as well as the ethical wildness preservation stance of John Muir and the Sierra Club (Curry 2011: 55).

In Europe, a fierce debate started early 70’s between “realists” and “fundamentalists”. Green realists are convinced that working with government and companies to limit the impact of pollution, climate change and restore nature can solve the eco-crisis; the solution is a simple matter of sustainable management. Their “Light Green Ethics” are based on a strong precautionary principle and a “definition of sustainability that rules out all practices except those that are, in principle, indefinitely sustainable” (Curry 2011: 62). This is basically a utilitarian ethical position.

Fundamentalists, on the other hand, want to end capitalism and liberalism and are opting for Deep Green Ecology. The Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess is the founder of the Deep Green Ethics (Arne Naess). His own ecological philosophy, “Ecosophy T”, called after his Tvergastein mountain cabin, is the foundation of the deep ecological ethics, summarized in eight platform principles, on which Næss hoped all deep green thinkers would agree (Cury 2011: 101). This limits the ethical thinking of Naess to “deontological” thinking rather than virtue thinking, which will be added by the eco-feminist movement.

In Australia another shade of darker green is added to the Deep Ecology movement by the Australian ecofeminist Val Plumwood. Under the term “ethics of care” the eco-feminist articulates an ethical relationship of care to protect the world (Curry 2001: 113). Eco-feminists’ main critique of the Deep Ecology movement is that the it  still is a form of human colonialism, unable to give nature its due as a genuine “other”, independent of human interest and purposes (Plumwood 1993).

Simultaneously, the new animists attempt to re-enchant the world, inspired by the way in which some indigenous peoples interact with inanimate things through rituals, ceremonies and other practices. If disenchantment is a source of environmentally uncaring attitudes, we need to be reminded that we are part of the “common flesh” of the world and are, in a sense, the world thinking itself (David Abram 1997). Interesting, in this regard, is Freya Matthews version of animism or panpsychism. Instead of erasing old factories or eliminating feral plants to restore nature in its pristine state, Matthews sees these artefacts as part of the living cosmos that must be respected (Matthews 2005). 

There are religion-based ethics, such as Green Buddhism, Wild Churches and many other green ethical movements. Patrick Curry provides a full overview in “Ecological Ethics” (2011). There is the Left Biocentrism movement of David Orton and the Social Ecology of Murray Bookchin, both including social justice in the equation. Bioregionalism defends strong regional centres of culture as a basis for an “active and securely grounded local life”. Biocentricity of Callicott considers that both the biotic community as well as its individual members all have intrinsic value. Following in Callicott’s footsteps, Warwick Fox has championed a theory of “responsive cohesion”, giving supreme moral priority to the maintenance of ecosystems and the biophysical world.  

Analysis: A religion with too many priests
The history of environmental ethics is characterized by diversification and “green wars”. The argumentation between scholars has managed to excavate the primacy of scientific materialism and anthropocentricity, however only in academic philosophical clubs. I share Freya Matthews’ melancholic reaction to all these theories. For the question is: what has changed? Thinkers have posted many eco-centric theories and have then waited for their ideas to be picked up. But nothing has happened. “Modern civilization continues on its merry, shockingly anthropocentric way, ignoring the muffled cries of outrage sounding from the margins” (Matthews 2013:3). Stranded in academic debates and argumentation, none of the socio-ecological ethics are able to reach the people outside their inner circle. These theories leave our emotions untouched. Unless we are moved however, we will not be mobilized to act. As Steven Gould puts it: “we cannot win this battle to save species and environments without forging an emotional bond between ourselves and nature as well – for we will not fight to save what we do not love” (Curry 2011:5).

Phenomenologists such as Merleau Ponty and David Abram suggest that perception and active engagement can be “a site of synergy with a pro-active reality” (Matthews 2013:5). Matthews herself emphasises the importance of practice or ontopoetics. I am afraid that neither of these alternatives have sufficient power to change the mainstream decision-makers nor do they offer a sufficient foundation to warrant better choices.

From this brief overview, it is evident that environmental ethics have no shared vision, no unified voice. There are advocates who see no harm in this diversity and argue that Ethical Monism may have the advantage of coherence but is seldom applicable in complex situations (Hattingh: 79). They plead for an orchestral approach and consider diversity an inescapable necessity because knowledge about the environment is necessarily situated, limited by place and time (Scholsberg).

In the absence of one firm ethical position however, it is left to each individual to seek his/her most appropriate ethics. This does not give me much confidence for a fairer future for all. The history of environmental ethics has been focused too much on theory without practical use in the diverse fields of environmental decision-making and policy formulation (Hattingh: 70). In my opinion, it is all very confusing and hardly understandable for plain humans who do not understand the nuances of the different shades of green. The language used by most of the green academics is so far away from the daily reality of ordinary people that the debates are totally lost on evryone except academic intellectuals. Unless academics and environmentalists alike start to adapt the vocabulary to the current anthropocentric vision, the ecocide will continue and the future may not be fairer for all. 

On a personal level, some of these eminent philosophers loose credibility in my view because of their own lifestyle. I would like to take the mountain cabin of Arne Naess as an example. Building a cabin for one person in the middle of a beautiful wilderness seems to me the antithesis of a deep ecology. I can only agree with the Indian writer Ramachandra Guha (1989, 1999) who accuses the “green missionaries” of a new form of cultural imperialism because those deep wilderness experiences are accessible only to a select group of well-off converts (Brennan and Lo 2016). Such an ethic cannot lead to “a fairer future for all”.

Philosophical ideas, it appears, do not transform social behaviour, even if they may explain it. What we lack, at this historical point in time, is not so much ecological visions as the power to understand the visions and act upon them. 

Conclusion
My conclusion, after a short analysis, is that, though eco-centric ethical positions have the potential to better inform ethical choices, they lack the power to undermine the anthropocentric worldview. They are too scattered and do not have sufficient seduction to persuade the public at large, hence remaining restricted to a small circle of insiders who are not capable of agreeing among themselves. Furthermore, the language used by the eco-centric scholars is too estranged from the current political, civil and corporate world.  Although each of the ecological theories adds a new dimension or insight to the debate, the ultimate result is that none of the new theories have been able to overthrow the dominant anthropocentric worldview and that the future that awaits us is looking more unfair than ever.
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