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Pressure on the environment has increased in step with economic growth and the mass 
consumption that fueled unequally distributed benefits and wealth throughout the twentieth 
century (UNDP 2020; see Chapter 17). Both growth and ecological crises have attained 
a global reach, challenging our established notions of cause and effect, and our framing 
of problems and solutions. Accordingly, global environmental politics has witnessed major 
changes and significant “rescaling” in its “locus, agency and scope” (Andonova and Mitchell 
2010: 257; see Chapter 2). Both dimensions of global environmental politics – politics and 
governance, and the ecological problems that are the subject matter of global environmental 
politics – are being reinterpreted due to increasing complexity, interconnectedness and in-
terdependence. Accordingly, the range of actors and disciplines that inform global environ-
mental politics and contribute to framing global environmental problems is widening, in an 
acknowledgment of inescapable pluralism (see the chapters in Part IV of this volume).

This chapter builds on this ontological and epistemological change in the nature of the 
problems studied in global environmental politics and of the worldviews through which en-
vironmental problems are perceived and analyzed. We focus on the (still) dominant Western 
frames while acknowledging a welcome rise of alternative voices – often captured by the 
expression of “indigenous and local knowledge” (Díaz et al. 2015) – which will hopefully 
enrich the depth and breadth of our pathways into the future (see, e.g., Kothari et al. 2019)

This chapter takes its cue from the recognition that the cumulative effects of human 
behaviors linked to dominant socio-economic systems are both cause and consequence of 
the complexity of environmental problems (Bina and Vaz 2011). From the now inescapable 
stage of the “Anthropocene” (Biermann and Lövbrand 2019; see Chapter 15), we explore 
the strengths, limits and recent developments in Western environmental philosophy and 
ethics, in informing and shaping global environmental politics. There has been a virtual 
absence of metaphysical questions in environmental politics, especially since the late 1970s 
when influential thinkers like Schumacher (1974) sought development models compatible 
with nature (for an overview of the “classics,” see Vaz 2012). This absence helps explain why 
environmental problems have been framed primarily in scientific, technological and eco-
nomic terms (see Chapters 18 and 19). If, on the one hand, scientific progress since the 1970s 
has led to more accurate and comprehensive understanding of the ecosphere, on the other 
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hand, it has impoverished the epistemology underpinning global environmental politics by 
avoiding engaging with metaphysics, thereby narrowing the way problems and solutions are 
identified, debated and implemented (for a reflection on the nature and implications of such 
impoverishment in society and economics, see Neiman 2009; Sandel 2012; Haraway 2015).

Global environmental politics and environmental ethics

It is the very nature and language of the subject matter of global environmental politics – 
“environmental problems” – which we wish to problematize in this chapter, suggesting that 
the problem is not so much environmental but rather the dominant understanding of the nature 
of the connection and dependence between humans and nature. By separating environ-
ment from its context and from all the causes and effects that interact with it, we reinforce 
a narrow perception of reality. Metaphysics, and in particular environmental philosophy 
and ethics, help us clarify the fundamental notions and theoretical principles by which we 
understand the world, the values that shape the relationship between humans and nature, 
and the dynamics of cause and effect. The exposure to ethical scrutiny of themes in global 
environmental politics, such as biodiversity (see Chapter 41), climate change (see Chapter 32) 
and genetically modified organisms (see Chapter 44), can be uncomfortable because it ques-
tions how our societies are evolving, what progress is for, and which values are structuring 
the relationship between humankind and the natural world (see, for example, the policy 
implications in IPBES 2019). But failure to do so condemns global environmental politics 
to narrowly defined problems, and to solutions that achieve little more than postponing an 
irreversible ecological crisis.

Environmental ethics and its internal debates and tensions can provide precious insights 
to global environmental politics. Put simply, environmental ethics seeks to determine what 
is the wrong or right action in relation to the environment and why; that is, it identifies 
the foundations that best describe and prescribe the moral relationship of human beings 
to the environment (see Pope and Lomborg 2005). Environmental ethics originates in the 
recognition that environmental issues, as framed in the West, need an ethical conceptual 
background. The 1960s and 1970s, with their social movements and public acknowledgment 
of emerging environmental questions and problems (Carson 1962; Meadows et al. 1972; 
Schumacher 1974), prompted a series of philosophical debates on environment and develop-
ment. White (1967), Hardin (1968), Routley (1973) and Næss (1973) published cornerstone 
papers heralding a philosophical concern for the environmental crisis. The most important 
question was trying to understand the complexity and the deeper causes of the environmen-
tal crisis. The ethical conversation was the most lively and dynamic within environmental 
philosophy, giving rise to environmental ethics, which became an established discipline.

Environmental ethics can therefore contribute to disciplinary pluralism in global envi-
ronmental politics by engaging with the philosophical landscape that underpins the meta-
narratives that shape our ideas of the human connection and dependence on nature. There are 
at least three related reasons why this is important. First, global environmental politics aims 
to set norms, rules and structures to guide behavior with respect to the purpose of sustain-
able development, and there is a need to re-engage with the ethical dimension of sustainable 
development to “restructure…our relationship with the Earth and its creatures” (Kothari 
1994: 228). Second, we need a radical reconceptualization of humanity’s place in nature be-
yond ideas of duality and separation, as well as of human beings as the sole locus of value – a 
presumption that excludes all other living and nonliving beings and things. Third, global 
environmental politics sees human behavior as a major part of the problem, thus it is essential 
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that we also turn to the philosophical landscape and the values that shape it. The following 
sections outline these meta-narratives, chart the evolution of Western environmental ethics, 
and link it to the political and policymaking dimension of global environmental politics.

Meta-narratives on the relationship between humankind and nature

Environmental ethics has been investing in identifying and understanding the values that 
have shaped the relationship humans have with nature, and the roots that determined dif-
ferent types of relationships, including connection and dependence. The way humans un-
derstand nature has practical implications. Depending on the value and rights attributed to 
nature, human actions toward it may or may not be legitimized. Whether humans feel con-
nected and a part of nature, and whether they value this highly, determines how they plan, 
execute and judge their own ways of life. The humans–nature relationship is characterized 
by ideas of separation, power relations, domination and exploitation, and by notions of unity, 
respect, humility and caution. Investigation of different cultures, philosophies and religions 
helps us understand the meta-narratives of separation and unity, as we call them throughout 
this chapter (see Collingwood 1945; Marshall 1992; Pepper 1996; Jamieson 2001).

Most of the ideas and discussions in global environmental politics have, until recently, 
been framed largely through Western worldviews (the focus of this chapter), but this is only 
one side of the story, one that is rapidly changing. The major transformations in science and 
society that occurred during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries marked the beginning 
of a new era in which the relationship between humans and nature changed, largely thanks to 
the shift “from Copernicus to Newton, from Renaissance natural magic to the mechanical 
worldview, and from the breakup of feudalism to the rise of mercantile capitalism and the 
nation-state” (Merchant 2006: 517; see Chapters 7 and 18). Galileo distinguished between 
what could be measured and what could not, establishing ways of knowing what was objec-
tive and pertaining to (early modern) science, and what was subjective and thus not pertain-
ing to science (see Chapter 18). This planted the seed for the separation and dualism that came 
to dominate modern worldviews, interpreted as a rupture in the humans–nature relationship 
(see Pepper 1996; Merchant 2006).

Descartes reinforced Galileo’s idea of the unreality of what is not measurable, and argu-
ably what became known as Cartesian dualism between mind (Res cogitans) and matter (Res 
extensa) has marked humankind’s relationship with nature to this day. The presumed supe-
riority of the mind and of thought gave human a privileged position toward nature (Pepper 
1996), justifying nature’s use and eventually abuse by humans, thus failing to heed Schum-
acher’s (1974: 89) warning that humankind “was given ‘dominion’, not the right to tyran-
nize, to ruin and exterminate. It is no use talking about the dignity of man without accepting 
that noblesse oblige.” By the eighteenth century the scientific revolution had all but displaced 
medieval cosmology. By challenging both medieval theology and science, it opened the way 
to modernity. This was when the idea of progress became identified with control, domina-
tion, manipulation and, thus, loss of respect for nature. Nature existed to serve humankind. 
Utilitarian and material objectives justified this relation, conceived through empiricist and 
rationalist perspectives based on assumptions of ontological reductionism. It became natural 
to think of nature as “something” that is there just for our benefit. We lost fear, then we lost 
respect, and in recent decades we lost the desire and capacity to connect with nature. Never-
theless, Hansson (2012: 2) notes that, “in our age of globalization and large-scale anthropo-
genic environmental degradation, the ecological limitations of reductionism are becoming 
increasingly apparent to both the academic and the global community.” For these reasons, 
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the discourse of global environmental politics would benefit from moving away from the 
vague, and possibly misleading, language of “environmental problems” to one that focuses 
on the connection and dependence between humans and nature that the narrative of separa-
tion has influenced so deeply (exemplified in Pope and Lomborg 2005).

Not everyone had lost the capacity to be fascinated by nature, and thus the narrative of 
separation was counterposed to one of unity, led by scientists and philosophers who sought 
and conceived of a positive relationship with nature, respecting, worshipping, loving and 
admiring it. Hansson explores the early contribution of philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632–
1677) who sought to counter the reductionism promoted by Descartes and Bacon, con-
ceiving of nature as an entity that “subsumes our less inclusive modern-day conception of 
‘the environment’” (Hansson 2012: 4). Spinoza recognized the contextual interrelation of 
parts and wholes as key “to properly understand the functional organization of the world,” 
effectively anticipating today’s systems thinking (Hansson 2012: 4). Carolus Linnaeus (1707–
1778), Friedrich von Humboldt (1769–1859), Charles Darwin (1809–1882) and Ernst Haeckel 
(1834–1919) are among the scientists who understood the importance of a unified and holistic 
perspective, one that viewed nature as complex systems, emphasizing the interdependence of 
all species. Thus the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries witnessed the laying down of mod-
ern ecology’s foundations and of another view of nature that has yet to permeate Western 
theory and practice in global environmental politics (see Chapters 3 and 4).

We can therefore see two partially conflicting meta-narratives of separation and unity. 
In one, science provides an understanding of nature that exposes its holism, complexity 
and the interdependency and evolution of species (see Chapter 18), which prompts attitudes 
of respect and admiration. In the other it enhances the dualism between humans and na-
ture as a consequence of the scientific revolution, prompting attitudes of domination and 
exploitation whose consequences (industrialization, capitalism, progress and technology) 
are object of analysis in global environmental politics (see Chapters 13, 18, 19 and 24). 
Environmental ethics was inspired by the first meta-narrative, which is addressed in the 
following section.

The rise of environmental ethics

Initially, the challenge of environmental ethics was to extend the realm of ethics to future 
people and to all living beings, ecosystems, nature. Lately, it has been concentrating on 
applied ethics, such as climate change ethics, sustainable consumption ethics, biodiversity 
ethics. We will start by presenting the historical debut of environmental ethics, evolving then 
to the new trends of environmental philosophers worried in dealing with the most pressing 
environmental questions and even new geographies.

It makes sense to start with Routley (1973), who was exploring the extension of ethics, by 
asking if we need a new type ethics? He developed the thought experiment of “the last man”: 
“if the last dying man, who barely survived a collapse of the world system, eliminated every 
living thing, animal or plant – would that be right?” The struggle of environmental ethics to 
understand the underlying causes of environmental problems pointed to the anthropocentric 
tradition of the separation meta-narrative explored earlier, enhanced by the power of science 
and technology, and by an attitude of arrogance toward nature (Carson 1962; see Chapters 18 
and 19). A new, non-anthropocentric, ethics was deemed necessary, one that would answer 
Routley’s question negatively, not just for the hypothetical “last man,” but also for humanity 
today. The rationale for a negative answer is that living things have value in themselves, inde-
pendently of humans. This is why the thought experiment of the “last man” is so important: 
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if it is not right to destroy all living things even if there are no humans, it must be because 
living things have intrinsic value.

Early environmental ethics concentrated on attributing an intrinsic value to nature, above 
and beyond the instrumental one that had dominated the previous few centuries. To be able 
to extend ethics to other beings, intrinsic value of nature had to be the foundation for this 
new type of ethics. This led to very complex, sometimes cumbersome, discussions around 
what would be the value-conferring property uniting humans and nonhumans (De-Shalit 
2000; Ball 2001; Light 2002). Different theories claimed different properties for nature, such 
as interests (Goodpaster 1978), sentience (Singer 1975) or just a good of its own (a teloi) that 
made it a teleological center of life (Taylor 1986). Environmental philosophers developing 
these ethical theories believed that the intrinsic value of nature would support a differ-
ent approach to environmental political decision-making. Environmental ethicists viewed 
non-anthropocentric ethics as fundamental to a proper re-evaluation of the human–nature 
relationship and as the main added value for a different and wider view of the environmen-
tal crisis ( Jamieson 2001). Anthropocentrism was therefore rejected as a possible frame for 
environmental ethics. As Light (2002: 429) put it, “regardless of the early debates over the 
terminology, the assumption that axiologically anthropocentric views are anti-ethical to the 
agenda of environmentalists, and to the development of environmental ethics, was largely 
assumed to be the natural starting point for any environmental ethics.”

Discussions on different ways of grounding the intrinsic value of nature dominated envi-
ronmental ethics for decades, giving rise to different currents, including animal liberation, 
deep ecologism, biocentrism, land ethics and ecofeminism. These currents evolved during 
the second half of the twentieth century and had different preoccupations. In addition to the 
broad theme of “beyond us,” scholars sought to deconstruct the separation between humans 
and nature, between men and women (with whom nature is often identified), and between 
reason and emotion as artificially opposed ways of solving “environmental problems.” They 
also complemented existing moral rules concerned with the place of individuals in society 
with a “land ethic,” while some actually sought to move beyond moral rules.

Some of the most prominent representatives of these non-anthropocentric schools of 
thought include Peter Singer’s (1975) Animal Liberation, which was a seminal work inspiring 
the movement of animal rights and liberation. There is no moral justification for the mis-
treatment of animals, as Singer believes in the principle of equal consideration of interests, 
not only for all human beings but also for nonhuman animals. Sentience, the capacity to 
suffer or to feel pleasure, which is shared by humans and animals, is used by Singer to justify 
the equal consideration of interests. This principle of equality also gives ground for Singer 
to reject and condemn speciesism (nonhuman species are not valued and have no rights). 
For Singer, it is speciesism that gives the ethical space and justification for causing pain to or 
killing of animals, disrespecting their existence.

A second non-anthropocentric current, espoused by John Baird Callicott, is land ethics, 
inspired by the writings of Aldo Leopold (1887–1948), namely, A Sand County Almanac (1949, 
see Callicott in Vaz 2012). This takes the reader through a sequence of concepts that became 
fundamental for environmental ethics: the extension of ethics; the concept of belonging to an 
interdependent community; an ecological consciousness that influences what we emphasize 
intellectually, our loyalties, affections and convictions; the conscience of what it means to 
use economic and utility arguments to justify the conservation of nature; and the concept of 
the land pyramid, which makes us understand “the land” not only as soil, but as a fountain 
of energy flowing through a circuit of soils, plants and animals. Leopold proposes that we 
should give value to land, not in an economic sense, but in a philosophical sense, anticipating 



367

Environmental ethics

the intrinsic value of nature. Callicott’s work (1987, 1989, 1999) sought to develop a philo-
sophical dimension to land ethics, demanded more from humans, than Leopold. He demands 
an ontological change of the self, constructing the thesis of the continuity between human 
beings and nature, as a whole, as a new being.

A third current in environmental ethics is deep ecology, initially proposed by Arne Næss 
(1973), who distinguished two different approaches to environment, the shallow ecology 
and the deep ecology movement the latter characterized by seven normative points that pro-
vide one unified framework for ecosophical systems. The deeper questioning of the envi-
ronmental crisis led to a deeper questioning of the self, demanding an ontological effort to 
understand it. Næss (1973) proposed “ecosophy,” believing it should be a broad concept, and 
later he developed the idea that “ecosophies” should be personal: each person should develop 
his/her own ecosophy, understood as a philosophy of life oriented to an ecological harmony 
(Næss 1987, 1989). Næss’s own ecosophy is based on the notion of self-realization. The self-
hood he proposes is based on an active identification with wider and wider circles of being. 
Self-realization is achieved when this circle of identification is the widest possible. It implies 
a transition from ego to social self to metaphysical self to ecological self. The upshot is that 
our self-interest becomes the interest of the rest of life. Næss believed it might also promote 
a more meaningful life. What makes deep ecology different is its emphasis in ontology, in a 
realization of a certain status of the self, expanding it as much as possible.

A fourth non-anthropocentric current is ecofeminism, which is divided into two cate-
gories: (1) accepting differences between men and women, but seeking to re-evaluate the 
female characteristics that are undervalued in Western/patriarchal societies; and (2) the idea 
that masculinity and femininity should both be rejected and we should develop an alterna-
tive culture. Dobson (1995) dubs this as “the difference” and the “deconstructive” models. 
The “difference” model is based on exploring and criticizing the dualisms of human/nature 
and men/women, basing the discussion on an essentialist argument for a feminine essence 
that should be universal and common to all women (Mathews 2017). Val Plumwood (1993, 
2002) is the main promoter of the “deconstructive” model, believing that dualisms hinder 
true developments in ecofeminism. Both men and women should challenge the “dualised 
conception of human identity and develop an alternative culture which fully recognises 
human identity as continuous with, not alien from, nature” (Plumwood 1993: 36). Even 
though there are many discussions within ecofeminism, the important thing is that it pro-
motes the idea that new ways of thinking in a nonpatriarchal context are needed, and this 
involves a reconceptualization of knowledge, reality and ethics. Both the value of connec-
tions between particular individuals and the value of nature or environment conceived as 
both material entities and abstractions need to be recognized (Davion 2001). Above all, this 
approach makes us rethink the relationship of the human being with him/herself and with 
the world.

These non-anthropocentric arguments are commonly gathered under the umbrella of 
“ecocentrism,” a concept that captures their most relevant themes and promotes rethinking 
requiring that we proceed with greater caution and humility in our interventions in ecosys-
tems (Eckersley 1992).

There are also anthropocentric strands of environmental ethics, and even if initially de-
spised, they managed to impose themselves in environmental ethics landscape as they also 
provide support for radical reconsideration of the themes of connection and dependence 
between humans and nature. These currents are connected with social, political and moral 
questions, and are represented mainly by environmental virtue ethics and by environmental 
pragmatism.
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Environmental virtue ethics considers the rising importance of wellbeing within devel-
opment discourses, linking these to the role of virtue in character building, behavior and 
lifestyles and embracing a perspective of cultivating human character traits that enhance a 
healthy and harmonious relationship and interaction with nature. It also focuses on protect-
ing future generations and the importance of virtue ethics language in policy responses to the 
ecological crisis. Van Wensveen (1999) notices that virtue language is present in one way or 
another in the work of almost all environmental philosophers. Sandler (2005: 7) adds: “virtue 
language is not only everywhere in the discourse, it is indispensable to the discourse.” Hill 
(1983) realized that there are actions that are not immoral, yet raise some sort of discomfort. 
So, instead of the traditional question of what is the right or wrong action, Hill (1983) asks 
“What sort of person would do such a thing?”

Environmental virtue ethics emphasizes the need for thinking about character and be-
havior of people within environmental ethics, while traditional environmental ethics is 
more worried about the intrinsic value of nature. People have traits of character, attitudes, 
habits and dispositions, and it is people who make laws, promote policies and act toward 
nature (Sandler 2005). Therefore, it makes sense to identify the potential attitudes that con-
stitute environmental virtues, and the role of character in environmental ethics. Further-
more, the rediscovery of the themes of wellbeing and happiness in economic, development 
and sustainability literature are leading to a growing concern with human flourishing, with 
what promotes it and what contributes to it ( Jackson 2009; see Chapter 16). The idea that 
nature, living with nature and understanding it are sources of joy, peace, self-knowledge 
and a feeling of renewal leads one to acknowledge that promoting this openness and sen-
sitivity to nature might be part of a process of one’s own flourishing (Bina and Vaz 2011; 
Vaz 2012). Promoting lifestyles that enhance a balanced and harmonious relationship with 
nature has been a perennial objective of environmental ethics. Acknowledging the role of 
virtues to promote this type of lifestyle has been the specific added value of environmental 
virtue ethics.

Furthermore, as Van Wensveen (1999) observes, ecological virtue discourse, as a distinc-
tive, diverse, dialectical, dynamic and visionary moral language, carries the promise of moral 
creativity. Such creativity is fundamental for the many problems and dilemmas that envi-
ronmental ethics is confronted with. For example, questions of the rights of trees, animals 
or plants might be answered by looking through new moral lenses and by adopting different 
perspectives. As Van Wensveen (1999) argues, virtue language has pre-modern roots, which 
is an advantage given that modernity is considered partly responsible for the ecological crisis. 
We need a new moral language that is independent of such a worldview.

Environmental pragmatism (Light and Katz 1996) contributes with ideas aimed at bridg-
ing the gap between the world of ethics and of policymaking, partly appealing to the problem 
of future generations. Most environmental problems make it clear that future generations are 
vulnerable to how we develop our policies and therefore it is an inescapable theme for both 
environmental ethics and environmental policy. Light (2002: 443) argues that environmental 
ethicists should focus on how best to help the environmental community “to make better 
ethical arguments in support of the policies on which our views already largely converge.” 
He contends that it is possible to keep the lively philosophical debates and yet be more polit-
ically proactive, developing a more public philosophy focused on arguments “that resonate 
with the moral intuitions that most people carry around with them on an everyday basis” 
(Light 2002: 444). Obligations to future generations are a powerful intuitive reason that most 
people easily understand and so might act as a platform of understanding between philosophy 
and politics.
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New trends in environmental ethics

These discussions on the importance of the intrinsic value of nature, of future generations, of 
anthropocentric versus non-anthropocentric views of ethics have been the building blocks of 
environmental ethics, but many philosophers have also been exploring new frameworks for 
answering unavoidable and urgent environmental questions that rose at global, regional and 
local levels. Anthropocene burst (more or less controversially) into the conversation and even 
Callicot (2018), recognizing the need for an overhaul of environmental ethics, claimed that 
Anthropocentric environmental ethics should be anthropocentric “because the looming environ-
mental crisis we face is existential,” adding that it is basically climate change ethics. In fact, even 
if issues such as biodiversity loss, restoration, sustainable consumption have been in the radar 
of many philosophers, it is mainly climate change that has been dominating environmental 
ethics thinking in the last decade. Gardiner ś (2011) description of climate change as “moral 
storm” hit an accurate key, opening the way for a plethora of papers and books.

These scholars look at climate change from several perspectives, such as that climate 
change is testing the limits of our current moral systems (Lowe 2019) or that a “complexity 
ethics” (Lyon 2018) is needed to cope with it, or that there is a need for innovative ethical 
framings (Palmer 2014) that avoid “post-political” framings (Wetts 2020). They have en-
riched the conversation and provided a much-needed questioning on our lives, lifestyles, 
social, political and economic systems. Climate change is a complex issue, in need of finding 
coherence between the diversity of moral agents (individuals, non-state and state), the diver-
sity of actions at their disposal (mitigation, adaptation, loss and damage), and the diversity of 
moral settings for finding the best (morally right) responses, knowing that there is no Plan B 
to deal with it (Pierrehumbert 2019). Some authors have concentrated on supporting moral 
agents with consequentialism (Nordhaus 2008; Dietz and Asheim 2012), deontology (Milko-
reit 2015) or virtue ethics (Sandler 2010; Knights 2019) to deal with climate change. Others 
have focused on their actions, namely, finding an agenda for ethics and justice in adaptation 
(Byskov et al. 2019) or in compensation ( Jensen and Flanagan 2013) or loss and damage 
(Mace and Verheyen 2016; Mechler et al. 2019).

Climate change has been dominating much of the agenda (see Chapter 32), but the con-
ceptual strand still kicks with philosophers such as Mathews (2018) and Callicott (2018) who 
are focusing on suggesting a path capable of reaching beyond the powerful yet narrow frames 
of rational thought. Plumwood (2002) already had a critical view of our inherited Kantian 
moral framework of distance from emotion and closeness to reason, criticizing those who 
ground the need for protecting nature on a rational, cognitive way. Plumwood resented that 
emotions and care one feels toward nature did not seem to be considered universal, or ratio-
nal enough, to ground an extended moral theory.

Callicott (2018), turning to the past, namely to David Hume’s moral sentiments, follows 
his intuition that the wellspring of ethics is not reason but feelings. According to Hume, these 
moral sentiments were informed by reason enabling them to be rightly oriented and engaged. 
It is this Humean marriage between reason and emotions that inspires Callicott to propose a 
holistic and affective moral philosophy uniting his new love of an anthropocentric focus on 
climate stabilization and ecosystem services with his old passion for non-anthropocentric land 
ethics together with love for self, kith, and kin, still prominent values in any ethical theory.

Mathews’s (2018) paper, “We’ve had Forty Years of Environmental Ethics – and the 
World’s Getting Worse,” asks why so many philosophers have failed to influence events, con-
cluded that it is clear that pure reason or argument alone does not mobilize change, neither 
do blueprints for an ecological society or not even science. What we need, Mathews believes, 
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is social thinking about how value transitions occur and new worldviews arise. Mathews 
(2018) proposes for the future more than philosophy, more than religion, more than policy: 
she suggests a cosmology explaining that the future can be both scientific and “mythopo-
etic.” Cosmology, derived from the Greek kosmos, means order and therefore is normative. 
Mathews (2018) says it implies that the physical universe does not merely hang together 
contingently but is self-conforming to some kind of inner principle of integrity or goodness. 
Mathews suggests an ecological cosmology based on Earth-based cosmologies of Aboriginal 
Australia organized around an immanent, normative axis of ecological Law.

This openness to other cultures is denting the dominance of a certain strand of Western 
thought, suggesting that much more is likely to be achieved through a respectful confronta-
tion and engagement of a plurality of epistemologies and ontologies. We therefore end this 
section with two illustrations of shifting paradigms, starting with the emergence of African 
Environmental Ethics.

African environmental philosophy has a considerable number of authors dialoguing di-
rectly with diverse philosophical strands, but is mostly focusing on a critical reflection of 
how could African thought, African traditions and African reality contribute to the body 
of environmental philosophical and ethical knowledge. Tangwa (2004) alludes to the “live 
and let-live” attitude that is paradigmatic of African thought and lifestyle, and that justi-
fies many philosophical African theories of a respectful and natural coexistence with na-
ture. Ogungbemi (1997) proposes “ethics of nature-relatedness,” Tangwa (2004) investigates 
“eco-bio-communitarianism,” Behrens (2014) develops “environmental relational theory,” while 
Metz (2017) contends that certain traditional values justify animal rights, because all entities 
form a “chain of being” and those relationships are central to becoming a good person. Ifea-
kor (2019) based on the African interconnectedness of all beings, considers that African on-
tology is based on holism. Ibanga (2018) wrote a review paper discussing ten traditional and 
contemporary methodological paradigms of African environmental ethics showing its rich-
ness but the most important thing to have in mind is enriching the field with the synergies 
in both Western and African environmental ethics like Osuji (2018) did by acknowledging 
that Pope Francis encyclic Laudate si echoes traditional African environmental ethics, namely 
with the cosmic common good, cosmic harmony and respect for Earth.

Another paradigm is the “Conceptual Framework” of the Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES 2019), which is intended to 
contribute directly to global environmental politics by supporting policymakers and different 
stakeholders in their assessment of complex interactions between the natural world and human 
societies. One of the main goals of this framework is to strengthen plurality by bringing sys-
tematically together different knowledge systems, including Indigenous and Local Knowledge 
(ILK), and their representations of humans–nature relations, to bear on policy framings (Díaz 
et al. 2015). Thus, for instance, “Nature” includes both its meaning in Western science (con-
cerning categories such as biodiversity, ecosystems, the biosphere and living natural resources), 
and in other systems – mainly of indigenous peoples from South American Andes – and their 
understanding of “Mother Earth” and systems of life. While still facing major challenges, this 
framework is a bold step in a much-needed direction (Pereira and Bina 2020).

Conclusion

In recent decades global environmental politics has embraced notions of complexity, in-
terconnectedness, interdependencies and, although still tentatively, pluralism, both in 
terms of the actors in the realm of politics and in terms of disciplines and epistemology. 
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However, despite clear shortcomings of narrow disciplinary approaches, environmental 
philosophy and ethics remain marginal in most global environmental politics discourses 
and literature. Not by chance, the separation between “environmental problems,” dis-
cussed here as “nature,” and development issues, which this chapter treats as humankind 
and society, continues to be understood through the lenses of dichotomy and reduction-
ism. There is still some way to go before we can discuss global environmental politics 
themes through a holistic and unified lens, as Baruch Spinoza challenged us to do in the 
seventeenth century, and as both non-dominant Western and other traditions continue 
to remind us.

Today’s recognition that “ecologically more complex problems” (Andonova and Mitch-
ell 2010: 270) are caused by the combination of various human behaviors requires a more 
holistic and systemic interpretation. The IPBES (2019) report’s pointing to unprecedented 
losses in biodiversity stands as an emblematic illustration of what is at stake if we persist 
in viewing the world through narrow frames. Deep ecologists, ecofeminists, biocentrists, 
land ethicists, defenders of animal rights, environmental pragmatists and environmen-
tal-virtue ethicists have different ontological and epistemological perspectives on the 
environmental crisis. Such diversity is still largely untapped, and to this we must now add 
the vastly rich and diverse range of perspectives beyond the Western ones. The core preoc-
cupation persists to this day: that the absence on metaphysical questions in environmental 
politics leads to narrow solutions within global environmental governance. To understand 
that there is a philosophical landscape behind the way we establish norms, rules, laws and 
structures that guide our behaviors helps us in the conversation about why we live on one 
planet as if we had two or three (see Chapters 10 and 17), why we ignore the question of 
limits, and why we are devoted to such a reductionist understanding of economics (see 
Chapter 24).

The environmental crisis is linked to the identity crisis of advanced “Western societies,” 
how we relate to ourselves and others near or distant in time and space, and to nature. En-
vironmental philosophy and environmental ethics, in particular, thus have an important 
role in guiding us to a better relationship between “the other” and ourselves. The currents 
of environmental ethics have been providing different perspectives aimed at understanding 
the root causes of the environmental crisis. Both anthropocentric and non-anthropocentric 
strands defend a need for a radical reconception of humanity’s place in nature because there 
should be no reason to believe that humans are necessarily the most important beings and 
the sole locus of value in the world. This is an enormous challenge. Global environmental 
politics cannot overlook the metaphysical questions that are so intrinsic to the place that 
humanity has in the world.

Sustainable development is a problem-solving strategy shaping much of global envi-
ronmental politics and related governance norms and structures. Different conceptions 
of sustainability (see Chapter 16) still reflect the two meta-narratives of separation and 
unity discussed above. Thus divided, they continue to undermine solutions in political 
and governance terms (see Pope and Lomborg 2005). The relevant question is which 
dimensions are constitutive of sustainability. We highlighted the potential of the ethical 
component of sustainability, in line with Kothari’s (1994) appeal for a paradigm shift in 
sustainability policies, toward an ethical imperative and away from technical fixes (see 
Chapters 16 and 19). This entails discussing sustainability not only in normative terms 
but also in terms of purpose, thereby allowing the framing of environmental problems 
at a metaphysical level – as a set of moral arguments that can justify political action and 
institutional dynamics.
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