Environmental Close-Up:  Environmental Philosophy

Nature, growth, and progress are concepts that we all use but seldom define either in discussion or to ourselves.  We speak about environmental ethics, environmental philosophy, ecophilosophy, and so on, but what do we put into these concepts? We say that we have a responsibility for future generations and that this is a question of morals, but how should questions about morals by decided?

We all have reasons for our opinions on these matters—whether we believe that nature shall serve humanity, that humanity shall serve nature, or something in between—but we seldom make them explicit or draw conclusions from them.  What are these reasons? Are they reasonable, rational, defensible, scientifically grounded, emotional, religious? And what do we mean by saying that a reason is “rational”? What value does it have that something is scientifically grounded? What weight should emotions carry in this context? Can we reason rationally about them and come to an agreement about them, or do we have to put them aside and just stick to facts? How can we know what is right?


These are all philosophical questions, and as such, they may seem far removed from real, concrete environmental problems such as ozone holes and forest death.  Can it really be meaningful to spend energy on a debate of these questions, when if not disaster then at least crisis stands at the doorway? Is it at all meaningful to philosophize about the environmental questions? Isn’t it action that is needed?


Trying to answer the philosophical questions do not, of course, in itself solve any environmental problems, but on the other hand, is it questionable whether we can solve these problems without discussing them on a philosophical level? Because whether we discuss them or not, we have ideas and conceptions that guide our way of thinking, what we see as possible, desirable, or necessary solutions.  And, quite seriously, the problems that stand before us today are hardly founded on our having thought too much.


What are your thoughts on this question? Is there already too much talk, or is it too little listening?
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