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THE JOURNAL OF PHILOSOPHY

VOLUME XClII, NO. 12, DECEMBER 1995

PRACTICAL ECOLOGY AND FOUNDATIONS
FOR ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS

hat you take as your starting point depends on where you

want to go. If you want to sail due South to the Dry

Tortugas, then you start with plenty of fresh water, some
food, a good navigational system, and arguably a ship-to-shore radio
for the long trip. But if you want to sail due West to nearby John’s
Pass, then you might need some fresh water, but no food, no sophis-
ticated navigational system, and no radio. How you begin a journey
depends on where you want to go. So it is with environmental
ethics.

How you begin your environmental ethics depends on where you
want them to go—whether you want them to guide naturalists or in-
stead scientists or perhaps policy makers. If you want naturalists to
use environmental ethics to encourage protective attitudes toward
the biosphere, then you might begin with general goals and motiva-
tional ideals. These principles will inspire backpackers and birders,
sailors and scuba divers, but they will have limited practical value in
resolving environmental controversies. What such ethics gain be-
cause of their appeal and accessibility, they lose because of their gen-
erality and inapplicability. They are soft environmental ethics.

If you want scientists to use your environmental ethics to encour-
age accurate understanding of nature, then you might begin with
general principles for avoiding erroneous claims. Such principles
might enable experimenters to reduce false positives and to avoid
claiming environmental effects where there are none, but they also
will have limited practical value in protecting the environment.
Because the most serious environmental conflicts concern situations
of factual and probabilistic uncertainty, following scientific norms of
avoiding false positives, in a context of uncertainty, often encourages
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