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Ethics and Sustainability
A Primer with Suggested Readings by Gavin Van Horn

The articles and books referenced below are suggested reading for those interested in an overview of the relationships between ethics and sustainability.  The 
items here were chosen because of their relevance, accessibility, and availability (all articles can be accessed online for free).  Readers with further interests in 
specific topics will no doubt find it fruitful to explore the bibliographies of the pieces listed. 

What is Ethics?

Ethics is a word that becomes more clear when we see it in action: “That’s the right thing 
to do.” “She is the most fair-minded, ethical person I know.” “He behaved so unethically!”  
Generally, ethics refers to habits of thought and behavior that empathetically take others’ 
interests into account in order to achieve a greater good. As an academic discipline, the 
study of ethics can become very complex very quickly, with various schools of thought 
(for example, utilitarian, deontological, pragmatism, virtue ethics, care ethics, place ethics, 
and so on) offering frameworks for addressing particular issues. For our purposes—the 
intersection of ethics and sustainability—we will rely on a broader understanding of ethics: 
conscientious reflection upon and reasoned justification about what we should do in order 
to live well with others. In other words, ethics includes the quality of our interactions as 
well as our reflection upon those behaviors.  

Historically (beginning with the ancient Greeks) and academically, ethics has been 
presumed to mean how we relate to humans—because that is traditionally where the 
boundaries of “community” stopped. This has begun to change. Environmental ethics, a 
subdiscipline of ethics as a whole, focuses on human thought and behavior in relation to 
nature, nonhuman animals, plants, ecosystems, air and water quality, and so on. Since its 
emergence in the 1970s, environmental ethics has been helpful in shifting the conversation 
about ethics toward a more inclusive understanding of human relationships to and values 
regarding “others” (for such work, see anthologies by Keller, and Light and Rolston). 
However, in many ways the conversation about the human relationship to nature is as old 
as our species: How should we behave in relation to other creatures, the land, our places, 
and what is our vision for the goodness of the whole? How do we best care for others 
and represent them in our decision-making, including the soils, waters, and creatures 
from whom we derive our physical sustenance, psychological wellbeing, and spiritual 
fulfillment? In contemporary contexts, one word for capturing this dialogue about human-
nature relationships, and what our obligations are to future generations, is sustainability.

What is Sustainability?

Unlike the word ethics, which has a 2000-plus year history of usage, the word 
sustainability entered the public lexicon relatively recently. Early twentieth-century uses 
for the term were typically reserved for management objectives (for example, sustainable 
forestry and sustainable fisheries), as part of an effort to maintain a viable equilibrium 
between human harvest and natural resource availability. Many people, however, point 
to the 1987 meeting of the World Conference on Environment and Development (a United 
Nations sponsored meeting) as the watershed event for bringing recognition and definition 
to the concept. Though definitions of sustainability have multiplied in the last three 
decades, the definition used for “sustainable development” in the WCED committee’s 
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RECOMMENDED FOR YOUR BOOKSHELFreport Our Common Future (popularly known as “the Brundtland Report”) remains a 
popular baseline: “Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”  
This definition clearly provides latitude for interpretation and thus a sizable umbrella for 
sheltering a broad array of interests. For many, it offered a common vocabulary to discuss 
human equity, environmental quality, and economic security as necessarily integrated 
subjects (Kates et al.). Much work has occurred since the Brundtland Report to clarify 
international consensus about sustainability goals; for an overview of the development 
of subsequent and previous global efforts (such as Agenda 21, The Earth Charter, the Rio 
Declaration, Millennium Development Goals) on sustainability standards, targets, and 
models, see Wass et al. 

Given the now frequent use of the term “sustainability,” it may be worth pausing 
to consider what it does or does not evoke, and the ways in which it is in danger of 
becoming an empty signifier—if it has not become so already as some have suggested.   
Some scholars have noted that despite the conflict of definitions, the inclusiveness and 
elasticity of the term may be its greatest asset, luring people into conversation who 
would ordinarily co-exist uneasily or not at all (see Robinson). Yet critics have argued 
that “sustainability” often insufficiently or inaccurately captures a vision worth moving 
toward; that substantive content to justify policy and action has been difficult to achieve; 
or that an explicitly shared set of moral principles is too often undiscussed in favor of 
technical or economic metrics of success (Newton and Freyfogle; Vucetich and Nelson; 
Dawe and Ryan). The word itself may be problematic: sustainability may connote, for 
example, a kind of endless and indefinite stasis—not healing, or improving human-
nature relationships, or creating something new, so much as keeping the status quo 
operational. The eel-like qualities of sustainability are evident in how it has been applied 
as an adjective to projects and products as seemingly different as “profit,” “design,” 
“livelihoods,” and “seafood.” Despite its potential abuse and co-optation for the purpose 
of “greenwashing,” however, sustainability remains a popular conceptual tool to draw 
attention to various issues that require thinking explicitly about the health of our 
communities, planetary limits, and the needs of current and future generations of the 
earth’s inhabitants.   

What Is the Relationship between Sustainability and Ethics?

Sustainability efforts have been a valuable way to highlight a broad vision of care and 
concern for ecological degradation and intergenerational equity. For a number of reasons, 
however, ethical discourse has generally been avoided or minimized in favor of economic 
or technical “solutions,” which ultimately fail to address fundamental moral questions 
and operative values embedded within human-nature relationships (Orr; Robinson; 
Vucetich and Nelson). This potentially leaves sustainability adrift, beholden to paradigms 
that seek to adjust or tweak financial markets to incentivize “good behavior” instead of 
fundamentally challenging cultural assumptions about growth/development or fully 
engaging questions of moral obligation and imagination.  

The Forum on Ethics and Nature is informed by the view that sustainability without 
ethics is an empty husk. That is, sustainability lacks a generative purpose and ceases 
serving as a guide for reflection if we do not consider the (often implicit, sometimes 
explicit) values, cultural worldviews, and methods for achieving durable, just, and 
mutually enhancing human-nature relationships. Sustainability offers traction to the idea 
that we are obligated to consider future generations in our policies, in our production 
and consumption of material goods, in our various interactions with the natural world, 
and in our daily decision-making. These are all issues that require ongoing ethical 
deliberation to clarify thought and action, alert us to distortions of power and privilege, 
and engage in the demanding work of achieving collective well-being. To highlight that 
ethical deliberation is necessary to discussions of sustainability is to make the point that 
our values determine the kinds of societies we construct. These values must be aligned, 
and worked out in dialogue with, our local landscapes, and ultimately our shared earthly 
home. 

Agyeman, Julian. 2005. 
Sustainable Communities 
and the Challenge of En-
vironmental Justice. New 
York: NYU Press.

Davison, Aidan. 2001. 
Technology and the Con-
tested Meanings of Sus-
tainability. Albany: State 
University of New York
Press.

Keller, David R. 2010. Envi-
ronmental Ethics: The Big 
Questions. Malden, MA: 
Wiley Blackwell.

Light, Andrew, and 
Holmes Rolston III. 2003. 
Environmental Ethics: An 
Anthology. Malden, MA: 
Blackwell Publishing.

Minteer, Ben A. 2006. The 
Landscape of Reform: Civic 
Pragmatism and Environ-
mental Thought
in America. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

CENTER FOR HUMANS AND NATURE. Think here.  www.humansandnature.org

http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/sustsci/ists/docs/whatisSD_env_kates_0504.pdf
http://www.un.org/esa/dsd/agenda21/res_agenda21_00.shtml?utm_source=OldRedirect&utm_medium=redirect&utm_content=dsd&utm_campaign=OldRedirect
http://www.earthcharterinaction.org/content/pages/Read-the-Charter.html
http://www.unep.org/Documents.multilingual/Default.asp?DocumentID=78&ArticleID=1163
http://www.unep.org/Documents.multilingual/Default.asp?DocumentID=78&ArticleID=1163
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/mdgoverview.html
http://www.hubrussel.net/CEDON/CEDON_HOMEPAGE/Diverse/Diverse-European-Study-visit/Other-downloads/Waas-ea.pdf
http://ipidumn.pbworks.com/f/SquaringtheCircleSustainableDevelopment.pdf
ftp://www.ce.cmu.edu/GDRG/Public/Suggestions/Sustainability_a dissentt.pdf
http://www.mtu.edu/news/files/vucetich_final.pdf
http://www.qualicuminstitute.ca/pubs/Dawe Ryan Faulty SD Model.pdf
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greenwash
http://www.ratical.org/co-globalize/4CofS.pdf
http://ipidumn.pbworks.com/f/SquaringtheCircleSustainableDevelopment.pdf
http://www.mtu.edu/news/files/vucetich_final.pdf
http://www.humansandnature.org/forum-on-ethics-and-nature-project-8.php
http://www.amazon.com/Sustainable-Communities-Challenge-Environmental-Justice/dp/0814707114/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1362629718&sr=8-1&keywords=Agyeman%2C+Julian.+2005.+Sustainable+Communities+and+the+Challenge+of+Environmental+Justice
http://www.amazon.com/Sustainable-Communities-Challenge-Environmental-Justice/dp/0814707114/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1362629718&sr=8-1&keywords=Agyeman%2C+Julian.+2005.+Sustainable+Communities+and+the+Challenge+of+Environmental+Justice
http://www.amazon.com/Sustainable-Communities-Challenge-Environmental-Justice/dp/0814707114/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1362629718&sr=8-1&keywords=Agyeman%2C+Julian.+2005.+Sustainable+Communities+and+the+Challenge+of+Environmental+Justice
http://www.amazon.com/Technology-Contested-Meanings-Sustainability-Davison/dp/0791449793/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630069&sr=1-1&keywords=Davison%2C+Aidan.+Technology+and+the+Contested+Meanings+of+Sustainability
http://www.amazon.com/Technology-Contested-Meanings-Sustainability-Davison/dp/0791449793/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630069&sr=1-1&keywords=Davison%2C+Aidan.+Technology+and+the+Contested+Meanings+of+Sustainability
http://www.amazon.com/Technology-Contested-Meanings-Sustainability-Davison/dp/0791449793/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630069&sr=1-1&keywords=Davison%2C+Aidan.+Technology+and+the+Contested+Meanings+of+Sustainability
http://www.amazon.com/Environmental-Ethics-Questions-David-Keller/dp/1405176385/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630261&sr=1-1&keywords=Keller%2C+David+R.+2010.+Environmental+Ethics%3A+The+Big+Questions
http://www.amazon.com/Environmental-Ethics-Questions-David-Keller/dp/1405176385/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630261&sr=1-1&keywords=Keller%2C+David+R.+2010.+Environmental+Ethics%3A+The+Big+Questions
http://www.amazon.com/Environmental-Ethics-Questions-David-Keller/dp/1405176385/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630261&sr=1-1&keywords=Keller%2C+David+R.+2010.+Environmental+Ethics%3A+The+Big+Questions
http://www.amazon.com/Environmental-Ethics-Anthology-Andrew-Light/dp/0631222944/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630383&sr=1-1&keywords=Light%2C+Andrew%2C+and+Holmes+Rolston+III.+2003.+Environmental+Ethics%3A+An+Anthology
http://www.amazon.com/Environmental-Ethics-Anthology-Andrew-Light/dp/0631222944/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630383&sr=1-1&keywords=Light%2C+Andrew%2C+and+Holmes+Rolston+III.+2003.+Environmental+Ethics%3A+An+Anthology
http://www.amazon.com/The-Landscape-Reform-Pragmatism-Environmental/dp/0262512556/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630535&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=Minteer%2C+The+Landscape+of+Reform%3A+Civic+Prag+matism+and+Environmental+Thought+in+America
http://www.amazon.com/The-Landscape-Reform-Pragmatism-Environmental/dp/0262512556/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630535&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=Minteer%2C+The+Landscape+of+Reform%3A+Civic+Prag+matism+and+Environmental+Thought+in+America
http://www.amazon.com/The-Landscape-Reform-Pragmatism-Environmental/dp/0262512556/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630535&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=Minteer%2C+The+Landscape+of+Reform%3A+Civic+Prag+matism+and+Environmental+Thought+in+America
http://www.amazon.com/The-Landscape-Reform-Pragmatism-Environmental/dp/0262512556/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630535&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=Minteer%2C+The+Landscape+of+Reform%3A+Civic+Prag+matism+and+Environmental+Thought+in+America
http://www.amazon.com/The-Landscape-Reform-Pragmatism-Environmental/dp/0262512556/ref=sr_1_fkmr0_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1362630535&sr=1-1-fkmr0&keywords=Minteer%2C+The+Landscape+of+Reform%3A+Civic+Prag+matism+and+Environmental+Thought+in+America
http://www.humansandnature.org


Orr, David. 1992. Eco-
logical Literacy: Educa-
tion and the Transition 
to a Postmodern World, 
especially chapter 2, “Two 
Meanings of Sustainabil-
ity,” pp. 23-40. Albany, NY: 
SUNY Press.

Though the listings here are necessarily selec-
tive, we welcome your suggestions about 
relevant articles and books!  Keep in mind that 
recommended readings address the ethical 
dimensions of sustainability. Please contact 
gavinvanhorn@humansandnature.org.

SOURCES TO EXPLORE ONLINE

Sustainability (definitions, history, models of)

Kates, Robert W., Thomas M. Parris, and Anthony A. Leiserowitz. 2005. “What Is Sustainable 
Development?” Environment: Science for Policy and Development 47, no. 3 (April): 8-21. Online: http://
www.hks.harvard.edu/sustsci/ists/docs/whatisSD_env_kates_0504.pdf

Robinson, John. 2004. “Squaring the Circle? Some Thoughts on the Idea of Sustainable 
Development” Ecological Economics 48: 369-384. Online: http://ipidumn.pbworks.com/f/
SquaringtheCircleSustainableDevelopment.pdf

Waas, Tom, Jean Hugé, Aviel Verbruggen, and Tarah Wright. 2011. “Sustainable Development: A Bird’s 
Eye View” Sustainability 3: 1637-61. Online: http://www.biw.kuleuven.be/lbh/lbnl/forecoman/klimos/
papers/WaasT_etal%20_(2011)_SD_A%20bird’s%20eye%20view%20(sustainability).pdf
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Provocative Perspectives

Jensen, Derrick. 2009. “World at Gunpoint” Orion (May/June). Online: http://www.orionmagazine.org/
index.php/articles/article/4697/

Orr, David. 2003. “Four Challenges of Sustainability” Spring Seminar Series, Ecological Economics. 
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Website Links

The work of Aldo Leopold (1887-1948), particularly his “land ethic,” was a foundational piece to the 
development of environmental ethics as a field and has had an influence on discussions of sustainability.  
Leopold’s essay, “The Land Ethic,” which is included in the classic A Sand County Almanac, can be found 
here.  Scholars continue to find wisdom in Leopold’s writing that resonates with contemporary issues.  
One example is “Rethinking the Land Ethic: Sustainability and the Humanities,” a summer program 
sponsored by the National Endowment for the Humanities; this program has a webpage, containing 
further resources and readings relevant to the intersection of ethics and sustainability.
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