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situate 
environmental 
ethics – the 
principles of 
choice in an 
ecosystem --
within the 
context of the 
system within 
which it 
operates. 



Tim Weiskel - 3

We need to 
situate 
environmental 
ethics – the 
principles of 
choice in an 
ecosystem --
within the 
context of the 
system within 
which it 
operates. 
We should not 
expect our ethical 
systems to 
contradict natural 
systems.



Tim Weiskel - 4

Even the casual observer can see 
evidence of patterned activity – non-
random events that have left their mark…
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Even when we can’t “see” the evidence, we are learning 
that it is there and that we can learn about them if we 
extend our scientific gaze.
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Thus we are learning about life-
transforming events in Earth’s history 
that occurred that are not immediately 
visible to the naked-eye…
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The Chicxulub crater is not the only major 
event we need to pay attention to…

The Bedout Crater has its story to tell as 
well.
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/science/horizon/2002/dayearthdied.shtml
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/3582767.stm
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So, we have reminded 
ourselves that Earth and the life 
forms that have emerged on 
Earth have been shaped by 
cosmic events.

Further, these cosmic events 
continue to occur and “frame” 
all we undertake…

In short, in the ecosystem some 
very important things remain 
beyond human control.  They 
always have been, remain now 
and always will be beyond our 
control.



Tim Weiskel - 11

In reality, all 
decisions are made 
in a time-space 
continuum.  

That is, all ethics 
are “situated” in 
time and space. 

The question is 
what is the relevant 
time-space ‘frame’ 
for ethical choices 
in an ecosystem?
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Considering the 
larger cosmic 
context, we have 
learned that life 
systems may not 
be confined to 
Earth….

In fact, they may 
not have 
originated “here” 
on Earth.

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/2290005.stm
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Further, we have learned 
that not all life systems 
need to be based on 
carbon, just because “life 
as we know it” on the 
Earth’s surface is based on 
carbon.

Non-carbon-based life 
forms may exist elsewhere 
because we know they 
exist in remote regions of 
Earth itself.
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The Notion of Causality
In addition, we have observed that notions of simple 

causality do not really work very well in a complex 
ecosystem.

Simple causality implies that there is a linear 
relationship between cause and effect.

A “causes” B 
therefore, if “B” then there must be a prior causal A
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But what about complex systems?
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system 
exists...
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How can we locate causality in ‘non-linear’ systems?
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How can we locate causality in ‘non-linear’ systems?

system 
exists...

...within 
a larger 
system...

...within 
a larger 
system...

Causality is:
• nested
• reciprocal
• and cumulative

sunlight

… in an overall 
system governed 
by the first and 
second laws of 
thermodynamics.   heat
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So, with nested, reciprocal and 
cumulative causality, while larger 
systems seem to condition smaller 
systems within them, the reverse 
is also true.  
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So, with nested, reciprocal and 
cumulative causality, while larger 
systems seem to condition smaller 
systems within them, the reverse 
is also true.  
Geological systems condition the 
emergence of life forms, but, over 
time, life forms can also alter 
geology.  Our atmosphere is the 
result of the waste of bacteria.  
The “Cliffs of Dover” are rock 
that used to be “alive.” Coral reefs 
are still alive … let’s hope.
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And we are learning that 
changes in behavior of 
some species can lead to 
changes in the larger 
systems of which they are 
a part…

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/2290098.stm
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And we are learning that 
changes in behavior of 
some species can lead to 
changes in the larger 
systems of which they are 
a part…

For example, the way 
landscapes change over 
time, may in turn change 
climate in some 
measurable ways. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/2290098.stm
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Sometimes Humans behave as a “Geological Force”

Human behavior has 
been an increasingly 
important ‘geological 
force,’ altering land, water 
and air. 

http://www.eumetsat.de/en/area5/special/fires_07041991.html
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Sometimes Humans behave as a “Geological Force”

Human behavior has 
been an increasingly 
important ‘geological 
force,’ altering land, water 
and air. 

But all human activity 
operates within the “laws 
of nature.”

(On this issue, among 
others, some of our 
leadership seems to be 
sadly mis-informed.)

http://www.eumetsat.de/en/area5/special/fires_07041991.html
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Laws of Thermodynamics Govern 
the Known Universe

First Law:
Energy is neither created nor destroyed; it changes form

from one form into another.  
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Laws of Thermodynamics Govern 
the Known Universe

First Law:
Energy is neither created nor destroyed; it changes form

from one form into another.  
Second Law:

In spontaneous transformations, energy moves from 
more highly organized forms to less organized forms.  That 
is, for example, from the high energy wave lengths of light to 
the dissipated long wave lengths of heat.  

All “work” in the system requires the dissipative 
expenditure of energy. This is the “no free lunch” principle of 
the universe.
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Where are we located in this system?

Where are we located as individuals -- and as a species
-- in the circulation of materials and the flow of 
energy?   Where are we in the web of life on earth?  
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Remember, …in the trophic structure 
of the ecosystem is crucially 
important.
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Naturalists have been 
warning scientists for quite 
some time about the 
“biodiversity crisis.” 
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Naturalists have been 
warning scientists for quite 
some time about the 
“biodiversity crisis.” 
The “loss,” destruction or 
displacement of 
biodiversity appears   to be 
taking place on the scale of 
a “geological extinction 
event” – comparable in 
scope and scale to those 
witnessed before in 
Earth’s history.

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0385468091/ecoethicsA/
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/4313726.stm
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We can begin to ask 
about “overload” 
questions, but answering 
these questions will 
inevitably raise further 
questions of ratios.
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Some have already 
argued that there are 
too many humans 
currently alive and 
about to live for the 
planet to sustain 
them.
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The international scientific community has been 
convened to address this question. And they have 
issued the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Report 
(March 2005).

http://ecojustice.net/2005-ENVRE120/Video/20050330-BBC-Millenium-Ecosystem-Index.htm
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To understand these questions we need to address the 
concept “niche” in an ecosystem.

http://ecojustice.net/2005-ENVRE120/Video/20050330-BBC-Millenium-Ecosystem-Index.htm
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