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2
THE GLOBAL COMMONS

Ecologist Garrett Hardin (1915–2003) is best known
for his 1968 essay “The Tragedy of the Commons.”

In it he contended that our inability to solve complex en-
vironmental problems is the result of a struggle be-
tween short-term individual welfare and long-term
environmental sustainability (the ability to meet human-
ity’s current needs without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their needs).

Hardin used the commons to illustrate this strug-
gle. In medieval Europe, the inhabitants of a village
shared pastureland, called the commons, and each
herder could bring animals onto the commons to graze.
The more animals a herder brought onto the commons,
the greater the advantage to that individual. When
every herder in the village brought as many animals
onto the commons as possible, however, the plants
were killed from overgrazing.

In today’s world, Hardin’s parable has particular rel-
evance at the global level. The commons are those
parts of our environment that are available to everyone
but for which no single individual has responsibility: the
atmosphere, water, forests, wildlife (such as the green
sea turtle), and fisheries. These modern-day commons,
sometimes collectively called the global commons, are
experiencing increasing environmental stress. The
world needs effective legal and economic policies to
prevent the degradation of our global commons.
Clearly, all people, businesses, and governments must
foster a strong sense of stewardship, or shared respon-
sibility, for the sustainable care of our planet. 

This chapter examines the role of ethics and values
in environmental issues. As you read, keep in mind
these words from the Earth Charter, formulated in 1992
by representatives from 178 countries. “Let ours be a
time remembered for the awakening of a new rever-
ence for life, the firm resolve to achieve sustainability,
the quickening of the struggle for justice and peace,
and the joyful celebration of life.” 
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SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION

Consumption overpopulation is pollution and degra-
dation of the environment that occurs when each indi-
vidual in a population consumes too large a share of
resources. Consumption overpopulation
stems from the lifestyles of people living in
highly developed nations. Lifestyle is inter-
preted broadly to include goods and ser-
vices bought for food, clothing, housing,
travel, recreation, and entertainment. In
evaluating consumption overpopulation,
all aspects of the production, use, and dis-
posal of these goods and services are taken
into account, including environmental
costs. Such an analysis provides a sense of
what it means to consume sustainably ver-
sus unsustainably.

Sustainable consumption, like sustainable
development, forces us to address whether our pres-
ent actions undermine the long-term ability of the en-
vironment to meet the needs of future generations.
Factors that affect sustainable consumption include

population, economic activities, technol-
ogy choices, social values, and govern-
ment policies.

At the global level, sustainable con-
sumption requires the eradication of
poverty, which in turn requires that poor
people in developing countries increase
their consumption of certain essential 
resources (Figure 2.2). For their in-
creased consumption to be sustainable,
however, the consumption patterns of 
people in highly developed countries 
must change.
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nvironmental sustainability is a concept
that people have discussed for many
years. Our Common Future,
the 1987 report of the U.N.

World Commission on Environment and
Development, presented the closely re-
lated concept of sustainable develop-
ment (Figure 2.1). The authors of Our
Common Future pointed out that sustainable
development includes meeting the needs
of the world’s poor. The report also linked
the environment’s ability to meet present
and future needs to the state of technol-
ogy and social organization existing at a
given time and in a given place. The num-

ber of people, their degree of affluence (that is, their
level of consumption), and their choices of technology
all interact to produce the total effect of a given soci-
ety, or of society at large, on the sustainability of the
environment.

Even using the best technologies imaginable,
Earth’s productivity still has its limits, and our use of 
it can’t be expanded indefinitely. Sustainable develop-
ment can occur only within the limits of the environment. 

To live within these limits, population
growth must be held at a level that we can
sustain, and the wealthy must first stabilize
their use of natural resources and then re-
duce this use to a level that can be main-
tained. The world does not contain nearly
enough resources to sustain everyone at
the level of consumption that is enjoyed
in the United States, Europe, and Japan.
Suitable strategies, however, do exist to re-
duce these levels of consumption without
concurrently reducing the real quality of
life.

Define sustainable development.

Outline some of the complexities associated with the concept of

sustainable consumption.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Human Use of the Earth

E
sustainable 
development
Economic growth

that meets the

needs of the present

without compromis-

ing the ability of 

future generations

to meet their own

economic needs. 

sustainable
consumption
The use of goods

and services that

satisfy basic human

needs and improve

the quality of life

but that also mini-

mize the use of 

resources. 

Sustainable
Development

Environmentally
sound decisions do not
harm the environment or 

deplete natural resources.

Economically
viable decisions consider
all costs, including long-term 
environmental and societal 

costs.

Socially equitable 
decisions reflect the needs 
of society and ensure the 

costs and benefits are shared 
equally by all groups.
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Three factors—environmentally sound

decisions, economically viable decisions,

and socially equitable decisions—inter-

act to promote sustainable development.

Sustainable development
Figure 2.1

Slum in Tupac Amaru, Peru. Many of

the world’s people live in extreme

poverty. (Inset) Desperately poor

“pavement people” eat, sleep, and

raise their families on a street in Cal-

cutta, India. Homelessness is a serious

problem in cities of highly developed

nations and an even greater problem

in cities of developing nations.

The challenge of eradicating poverty Figure 2.2
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e now shift our attention to the views of
different individuals and societies and
how those views affect our ability to un-
derstand and solve sustainability prob-

lems. Ethics is the branch of philosophy that is derived
through the logical application of human values. These
values are the principles that an individual or society
considers important or worthwhile. Values are not static
entities but change as societal, cultural, political, and
economic priorities change. Ethics helps us determine
which forms of conduct are morally acceptable or unac-
ceptable, right or wrong. Ethics plays a role in whatever
types of human activities involve intelligent judgment
and voluntary action. Whenever alternative, conflicting
values occur, ethics helps us choose which value is bet-
ter, or worthier, than other values.

Environmental ethics examines moral values to
determine how humans should relate to the natural en-
vironment. Environmental ethicists consider such ques-
tions as what role we should play in determining the fate
of Earth’s resources, including other species, or how
might we develop an environmental ethic that is accept-
able in the short term for us as individuals but also in
the long term for our species and the planet. These

questions and others like them
are difficult intellectual issues
that involve political, eco-
nomic, societal, and individual
trade-offs.

Environmental ethics
considers not only the rights
of people living today, both in-
dividually and collectively, but
also the rights of future gener-
ations (Figure 2.4). This
aspect of environmental ethics

is critical because the impacts of today’s activities and
technologies are changing the environment. In some
cases these impacts may be felt for hundreds or even
thousands of years. Addressing issues of environmental
ethics puts us in a better position to use science and
technology for long-term environmental sustainability.

Widespread adoption of sustainable consump-
tion will not be easy. It will require major changes in
the consumption patterns and lifestyles of most people
in highly developed countries (Figure 2.3). Some
examples of promoting sustainable consumption in-
clude switching from motor vehicles to public trans-
port and bicycles, and developing durable, repairable,
recyclable products.

Sustainable consumption is not a popular idea
with policymakers, politicians, and economists, or even
with consumers such as you and me. It contains an in-
herent threat to “business as usual,” but it also 
offers new and exciting opportunities. Many scientists
and population experts increasingly advocate adoption
of sustainable consumption before it is forced on us 
by an environmentally degraded, resource-depleted
world.

As people adopt new lifestyles, they must be ed-
ucated so that they understand the reasons for chang-
ing practices that may be highly ingrained or tradi-
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CONCEPT CHECK

What is sustainable
development?

What is sustainable
consumption? How is it
linked to a reduction in
world poverty?

Define environmental ethics. Discuss distinguishing features of the Western

and deep ecology worldviews.

Define voluntary simplicity.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Human Values and Environmental Problems

W

environmental
ethics A field of

applied ethics that

considers the

moral basis of envi-

ronmental respon-

sibility and how far

this responsibility

extends. 
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STOPSTOP

This “typical” family of four lives in

Pearland, Texas. All their material posses-

sions were removed from the house and

garage to emphasize the large amount of

natural resources that people living in

highly developed countries consume.

Consumption in the United States Figure 2.3 The choices made today will determine if future generations,

such as these students from Bailey Elementary School in Falls

Church, Virginia, will inherit a sustainable world.

Tomorrow’s generation Figure 2.4

tional. Formal education and informal education are
both important in bringing about change and in con-
tributing to sustainable consumption. If people under-
stand the way the natural world functions, they can ap-
preciate their own place in it and value sustainable
actions. 

Any long-term involvement in the condition of
the world must start with individuals—our values, atti-
tudes, and practices. Each of us makes a difference,
and it is ultimately our collective activities that make
the world what it is.
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The deep ecology
worldview is a diverse set of
viewpoints that dates from the
1970s and is based on the work
of Arne Naess, a Norwegian
philosopher, and others, in-
cluding ecologist Bill Devall
and philosopher George Ses-
sions. The principles of deep
ecology, as expressed by Naess
in Ecology, Community and Life-
style (1989), include:

1. Both human and nonhuman life has intrinsic
value. The value of nonhuman life-forms is in-
dependent of the usefulness they may have for
narrow human purposes.

2. Richness and diversity of life-forms contribute
to the flourishing of human and nonhuman
life on Earth (Figure 2.6).

3. Humans have no right to reduce this richness
and diversity except to satisfy vital needs.

4. Present human interference with the nonhu-
man world is excessive, and the situation is
rapidly worsening.

5. The flourishing of human life and cultures is
compatible with a substantial decrease in the
human population. The flourishing of non-
human life requires such a decrease.

WORLDVIEWS

Each of us has a particular worldview—that is, a com-
monly shared perspective based on a collection of our
basic values that helps us make sense of the world, un-
derstand our place and purpose in it, and determine
right and wrong behaviors. These worldviews lead to
behaviors and lifestyles that may or may not be compat-
ible with environmental sustainability.

Two extreme, competing environmental world-
views are the Western worldview and the deep ecology
worldview. These two worldviews, admittedly broad gen-
eralizations, are at nearly opposite ends of a spectrum of
worldviews relevant to global sustainability problems,

and each approaches environ-
mental responsibility in a radi-
cally different way.

The traditional West-
ern worldview, also known 
as the expansionist worldview,
is human-centered and utili-
tarian. It mirrors the beliefs 
of the 19th-century frontier 
attitude, a desire to conquer
and exploit nature as quickly
as possible (Figure 2.5).
The Western worldview also
advocates the inherent rights
of individuals, accumulation
of wealth, and unlimited 
consumption of goods and 
services to provide material
comforts. According to the
Western worldview, humans
have a primary obligation to
humans and are therefore 
responsible for managing 
natural resources to benefit
human society. Thus, any 
concerns about the environ-
ment are derived from hu-
man interests.

Western 
worldview An

understanding of

our place in the

world based on hu-

man superiority

and dominance

over nature, the un-

restricted use of

natural resources,

and increased eco-

nomic growth to

manage an expand-

ing industrial base.

environmental
worldview A

worldview that

helps us make

sense of how the

environment works,

our place in the 

environment, and

right and wrong

environmental 

behaviors.

Western worldview Figure 2.5

A Logging operations in 1884. This huge logjam

occurred on the St. Croix River near Taylors Falls,

Minnesota. B The Western worldview in action

today. A logging company road cuts through an In-

donesian forest, making the region’s hardwoods

available for logging.

deep ecology
worldview An

understanding of

our place in the

world based on har-

mony with nature, a

spiritual respect for

life, and the belief

that humans and all

other species have

an equal worth.

Preservation of biological diversity is an important
part of the deep ecology worldview Figure 2.6

A California meadow. (Inset) A rain forest grasshopper in In-

donesia. According to the deep ecology worldview, these

plant and animal species have as much right to a place in the

environment as humans do.

Global Locator

A

B
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VOLUNTARY SIMPLICITY

You have just had a very brief introduction
to a few aspects of environmental ethics.
The question that now needs to be ad-
dressed is, “How should you live?” An in-
creasing number of people in the United
States and other highly developed nations
have embraced the concept of voluntary
simplicity, which recognizes that individ-
ual happiness and quality of life are not
necessarily linked to the accumulation of
material goods. People who embrace vol-
untary simplicity recognize that a person’s
values and character define that individual
more than how many things he or she
owns. This belief requires a change in be-
havior as people purchase and use fewer
items than they might have formerly. It is a
commitment at the individual level toward saving the
planet for future generations.

Many individuals, businesses, and communities
are developing innovative ways to make do with less.
Some communities have organized “tool libraries” from
which people check out power and hand tools for a
minimal fee. Such sharing reduces the requirement for
every household to own a complete set of garden and
maintenance tools. Other items, such as luggage,
household appliances, cookbooks, and recreational
equipment, could also be shared or rented at low cost
within a community.

Thousands of people in Europe and, to a lesser
extent, the United States, have embraced the principle
of voluntary simplicity by signing up with car sharing
programs (Figure 2.8). Such programs, which are
designed for people who use a car once every day or so,
offer an economical alternative to individual owner-
ship. Car sharing also may reduce the number of cars
manufactured. Studies show that most car sharers drive
significantly fewer miles than they did before they
joined the program.

short-term and long-term consequences of your partic-
ular worldview? We must develop and incorporate into
our culture a long-lasting, environmentally sensitive
worldview if the environment is to be sustainable for us,
for other living organisms, and for future generations.
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6. Significant change of life conditions for the
better requires changes in economic, techno-
logical, and ideological structures.

7. The ideological change is mainly that of appre-
ciating life quality rather than adhering to a
high standard of living. 

8. Those who subscribe to the foregoing points
have an obligation to participate in the attempt
to implement the necessary changes.

Compared to the Western worldview, the deep
ecology worldview represents a radical shift in how hu-
mans relate themselves to the environment. The deep
ecology worldview stresses that all forms of life have the
right to exist, and that humans are not different or sep-
arate from other organisms. Humans have an obliga-
tion to themselves and to the environment. The deep
ecology worldview advocates sharply curbing human
population growth. It does not advocate returning to a
society free of today’s technological advances but in-
stead proposes a significant rethinking of our use of
current technologies and alternatives. It asks individu-
als and societies to share an inner spirituality connected
to the natural world.

Most people today do not fully embrace either
the Western worldview or the deep ecology worldview.
The Western worldview is anthropocentric and empha-
sizes the importance of humans as the overriding con-
cern in the grand scheme of things. In contrast, the
deep ecology worldview is biocentric and views humans
as one species among others. The planet’s natural re-
sources could not support its more than 6.5 billion hu-
mans if each consumed the high level of goods and
services sanctioned by the Western worldview. On the
other hand, the world as envisioned by the deep ecol-
ogy worldview could support only a fraction of the ex-
isting human population (Figure 2.7).

These worldviews, while not practical for wide-
spread adoption, are useful to keep in mind as you ex-
amine various environmental issues in later chapters. In
the meantime, you should think about your own world-
view and discuss it with others—whose worldviews will
probably be different from your own. Thinking leads to
actions, and actions lead to consequences. What are the

CONCEPT CHECK

What is environmental
ethics?

What assumptions are
made in the Western
worldview?

What assumptions are
made in the deep
ecology worldview?

What is voluntary
simplicity?

STOPSTOP

At one time or another, most of us yearn for the simpler life

that the tenets of deep ecology advocate. However, there

are far too many people and far too little land for us all to

embrace this lifestyle. Photographed in Humboldt County,

California.

Embracing deep ecology Figure 2.7

The city of Philadelphia reduced the number of vehicles pro-

vided to city employees by partnering with PhillyCarShare, a

local non-profit organization. The program provides city em-

ployees with access to a fleet of hybrid gas–electric vehicles.

“PhillyCarShare is a Philadelphia-based non-profit organiza-

tion dedicated to reducing automobile dependency in the

Philadelphia region through community-based car sharing—

improving neighborhood livability; increasing transit rider-

ship, walking, and biking; improving air quality; promoting

economic development; mitigating development; mitigating

parking demand; and increasing accessibility while alleviating

the burdens of auto ownership.” 

—from the PhillyCarShare Mission Statement

Car sharing Figure 2.8
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mental human right in an ethical society. Although we
may never completely eliminate past environmental
injustices, we have a moral imperative to prevent them
today so that the negative effects of pollution do not
disproportionately affect any segment of society.

In response to these concerns, a growing envi-
ronmental justice movement has emerged at the grass-
roots level as a strong motivator for change. Advocates
of the environmental justice movement are calling for
special efforts to clean up hazardous sites in low-
income neighborhoods, from inner-city streets to Na-
tive American reservations. Many advocates cite the
need for more research on human diseases that envi-
ronmental pollutants may influence.

1992 paper published in the National Law Journal re-
ported that toxic waste sites in white communities were
cleaned up faster and better than those in communities
of blacks, Hispanics, or other minorities.

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
AND ETHICAL ISSUES

There is an increasing awareness that environmental
decisions such as where to locate a hazardous waste

landfill have important ethi-
cal dimensions. The most ba-
sic ethical dilemma centers
on the rights of the poor and
disenfranchised versus the
rights of the rich and power-
ful. Whose rights should have
priority in these decisions?
The challenge is to find and
adopt solutions that respect
all social groups, including
those yet to be born. Environ-
mental justice is a funda-

An Overall Plan for Sustainable Living      35

CONCEPT CHECK

What is environmental
justice? 

Which communities 
are exposed to a dis-
proportionate share of
environmental hazards?

n the early 1970s, the Board of National
Ministries of the American Baptist
Churches coined the term eco-justice to
link social ethics and environmental

ethics. At the local level, eco-justice represents opposi-
tion to the environmental inequities faced by low-
income minority communities in both rural and urban
areas. Many studies indicate that low-income communi-
ties and/or communities of color are more likely to
have chemical plants, hazardous waste facilities, sani-
tary landfills, sewage treatment plants, and incinerators
in their neighborhoods (Figure 2.9). A 1990 study
at Clark Atlanta University, for example, found that six
of Houston’s eight incinerators were located on less ex-
pensive land in predominantly black neighborhoods.
Such communities often have a limited involvement in
the political process and may not even be aware of their
exposure to higher levels of pollutants.

Because people in low-income communities fre-
quently lack access to sufficient health care, they may
not be treated adequately for exposure to environmen-
tal contaminants. The high incidence of asthma in
many minority communities may be caused or exacer-
bated by exposure to environmental pollutants. Few
studies, except those documenting lead contamination,
have examined how environmental pollutants interact
with other socioeconomic factors to cause health prob-
lems. Although anecdotal evidence abounds, there is
currently little scientific evidence that shows to what ex-
tent a polluted environment is responsible for the dis-
proportionate health problems of poor and minority
communities. For example, a 1997 health study of resi-
dents in San Francisco’s highly polluted Bayview
Hunters Point area found that hospitalizations for
chronic illnesses were the highest rates in the state.
Researchers failed, however, to isolate an increased ex-
posure to toxic pollutants as the primary cause of these
illnesses. 

In addition to concerns about pollution in their
neighborhoods, low-income communities may not re-
ceive equal benefits from federal cleanup programs. A

Define environmental justice.

LEARNING OBJECTIVE

Environmental Justice

I

nvironmental problems are based in part
on the large disparities in the standards
of living experienced in different parts of
the world. The United States and other

highly developed countries enjoy an abundance of what
the world has to offer. However, we are not managing
the world’s resources sustainably. If the world’s re-
sources were considered a bank account, we are living
off the principal and not off the interest. Living off the
interest alone, without touching the principal, would be

sustainable. Our way of living, however, is clearly unsus-
tainable because it is rapidly exhausting the quantity
and quality of the natural resources that will be available
to people in the future.

Let’s now examine a plan for building a sustain-
able society. This plan is loosely based on the principles
for sustainable living presented in Caring for the Earth, a
report that the World Conservation Union, the United
Nations Environment Programme, and the World Wide
Fund for Nature jointly published in 1991. 

Define carrying capacity and list two ways to

stay within Earth’s carrying capacity.

Explain why we should respect and care for

Earth’s biological diversity.

Describe environmental goals at local,

national, and global levels.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

An Overall Plan for Sustainable Living

E

environmental
justice The right

of every citizen, 

regardless of age,

race, gender, social

class, or other 

factor, to adequate

protection from

environmental 

hazards. 

Poor minority neighborhoods often

have the most polluted and degraded

environments. Photographed in

Kingsport, Tennessee.

STOPSTOP

A children’s playground overlooks a pulp mill Figure 2.9
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raising and maintaining appropriate standards of liv-
ing in every country. Because responses to environ-
mental problems depend on the public’s awareness
and understanding of the issues and the underlying
scientific concepts involved, environmental education
is critical to appropriate decision making. The empha-
sis on environmental education has grown dramati-
cally. For example, three international treaties sup-
porting environmental education went into effect
between 1975 and 1990.

One of the greatest barriers to equalizing the
gap between highly developed and developing nations
is the lack of trained professionals in the latter group.
Only about 10 percent of the world’s scientists and en-

CONTROL HUMAN
POPULATION GROWTH 
AND IMPROVE THE QUALITY
OF HUMAN LIFE

The ability of a given environment to 
absorb wastes and renew itself ultimately 
determines its carrying capacity. Great dis-
parities in living standards exist for humans
in different parts of the world. These living
standards have a profound effect on the carrying capac-
ity of an area: The higher the living standards, the lower
the area’s carrying capacity. The poorer people living in
developing countries have far less than their share of the
world’s resources. However, population growth rates
tend to be highest where poverty is most intense, drain-
ing the carrying capacity. Adopting acceptable levels of
population and consumption that local environments
can support will correct this situation.

Worldwide attention to family planning, making
it available for everyone, can help stabilize the human
population (Figure 2.10). To stay within Earth’s car-
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gineers live in less developed countries. How are these
countries to decide, on the basis of their limited knowl-
edge, whether to join international agreements con-
cerning the environment or how best to manage their
own natural resources? The training and employment
of professional scientists and engineers in developing
countries is a matter of high priority.

RESPECT AND CARE FOR EARTH’S
BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY

At the most basic level, we are part of Earth’s web of
life, having evolved within it and as part of it. Humans
are entirely dependent on that web, with all of its
complex interactions, for our survival. Many people
therefore question whether it is morally acceptable
for us to continue destroying the web of life so
rapidly. Can we justify, in ethical terms, the fact that
we are driving thousands of species to extinction that
are, as far as we know, our only living companions in
the universe? Our individual rights as humans are ul-
timately affected by the level of respect we hold for
one another and for the natural environment that
supports us. 

Pragmatically, we have 
a clear interest in protecting
Earth’s biological diversity.
We obtain from living organ-
isms all of our food, most of
our medicines, building and
clothing materials, and many
other products. In addition,
communities of organisms
and the natural environment
in which they live provide an
enormous array of ecosystem
services without which we
would not survive. The ulti-
mate reason for caring for the
community of life on Earth is
therefore a selfish one.

With respect to bio-
logical diversity, some 80 per-
cent of the species of plants,

rying capacity, it will be necessary not only
to reach a stable population but also to
greatly reduce excessive consumption and
waste. We must manage excessive consump-
tion and waste in an integrated fashion cou-
pled with educational programs, so that
people understand the limits of Earth’s car-
rying capacity. 

The ultimate goal of development is
to improve the quality of human life, mak-

ing it possible for humans throughout the world to en-
joy long, healthy, and fulfilling lives. A serious complica-
tion lies in the very unequal distribution of the world’s
resources. Those who live in highly developed countries,
a rapidly shrinking 19 percent of the global population,
control about 79 percent of the world’s finances, as
measured by summing gross domestic products. In
contrast, more than half of the world’s population cur-
rently lives on less than $2 per day. Among the world’s
poor people, roughly one in seven receives less than 80
percent of the minimum caloric intake that the United
Nations recommends; as a result, their brains and bod-
ies do not develop properly. For many of the world’s
women and children, life is an endless struggle for sur-
vival, centering on the daily requirements for firewood,
clean water, and food (Figure 2.11). Such poverty,
along with the enormous pressures of human popula-
tion growth and consumption rates, are global prob-
lems that can’t be solved without modifying the stan-
dard of living enjoyed in highly developed countries.

Not only does failing to confront the problem
of poverty around the world continue to make it impos-
sible to attain global sustainability, but it also is morally
indefensible. Most people would find unacceptable the
deaths of 30,000 infants and children each day, most of
which could be prevented by access to adequate food
or basic medical techniques and supplies. Everyone
must have a reasonable share of Earth’s productivity or
our civilization will eventually come unraveled. As U.S.
president Franklin Delano Roosevelt said in his second
inaugural address in 1937, “The test of our progress is
not whether we add more to the abundance of those
who have much; it is whether we provide enough for
those who have too little.”

The universal education of children and the
reduction of illiteracy are of critical importance in

ecosystem 
services Impor-

tant environmental

benefits, such 

as clean air to

breathe, clean wa-

ter to drink, and

fertile soil in which

to grow crops, that

the natural environ-

ment provides.

biological 
diversity The

number and 

variety of Earth’s

organisms.

carrying 
capacity The

maximum popula-

tion that can be

sustained by a

given environment

or by the world as 

a whole. 

Women at a health clinic learn about family planning and 

birth control.

Family planning in Egypt Figure 2.10

These children are gathering firewood near the Ethiopian vil-

lage of Meshal. In many developing countries, young children

gather firewood, carry water, and work in the fields with their

parents. Older children often have wage-producing jobs that

add to the family income.

Children at work Figure 2.11
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Yanomami children in Brazil enjoy a

photographer’s camera. Intrusion

into isolated areas such as the Ama-

zon Basin threatens both biological

diversity and the cultures of

indigenous people that have lived in

harmony with nature for hundreds

of generations.

Humans are part of the 
web of life Figure 2.12

national assistance provided where needed. Biological
diversity will not survive without our direct interven-
tion, as 6.5 billion humans have placed so many of
Earth’s organisms at risk. For our own future good, we
must reduce these risks.

WORK ON DEVELOPMENT AND
CONSERVATION AT LOCAL, NATIONAL,
AND GLOBAL LEVELS

Any long-term improvement in the world’s condition
must start with individuals—our values, attitudes, and
practices. Each of us makes a difference, and ultimately
our collective activities make the world what it is. In
richer parts of the world, apathy, ignorance, and waste-
ful consumption have negative effects. In less devel-
oped countries, survival may be such an overwhelming
concern that conservation in any sense of the word may
seem irrelevant.

People are generally concerned about the envi-
ronment, but their concerns do not naturally translate
into action. Education helps people understand the
reasons for changing lifestyle practices that may be
highly ingrained or traditional. Many people believe
that individual actions do not really make a difference,
yet in fact, they are the only actions that do. If people
have the opportunity to understand the way the natural
world functions, they appreciate their own place in it
and value actions that are sustainable. Accurate infor-
mation must be made widely available, giving the media
an important part to play. 

Most communities care deeply about the sus-
tainable management of their own environments,
whether they express their views precisely in that way or
not. Acting together makes people a strong and effec-
tive force, regardless of whether their community is
wealthy or poor. In the United States and similar highly
developed countries, action often takes place through
the ballot box, but there is no substitute for direct ac-
tion in any part of the world. Developing effective local
governments that are responsive to the need for sus-
tainable community development is an essential ele-
ment in achieving overall success.

People often speak of throwing garbage away,
but all that enters Earth, with minor exceptions, is sun-
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Young trees in Scotland Figure 2.13

These evergreens are being cultivated as part of

a reforestation project on land unsuitable for

growing crops.

animals, fungi, and microorganisms are found in devel-
oping countries. How will these relatively poor countries
sustainably manage and conserve these precious re-
sources? Biological diversity is an intrinsically local prob-
lem: Each nation must address it for the sake of its own
people’s future, as well as for the world at large (Fig-
ure 2.12). The problem is more complicated be-
cause scientists have not yet identified and described
most kinds of organisms. Biological diversity, like most
problems of sustainable development, can be addressed
adequately only if the number of scientists and engi-
neers in developing countries is increased.

Farmland, grazing land, forest plantations, and
similar modified ecosystems must be managed effi-
ciently so that they produce as much as possible and
thus reduce the pressure on natural lands everywhere
(Figure 2.13). All of the food and other agricul-
tural products that sustain human life are grown on an
area about the size of South America. Very little addi-
tional land—land that is not now cultivated—is suitable
for agriculture. Obviously, improving agricultural pro-
ductivity is one of the highest priorities in achieving fu-
ture global sustainability, although residents of a rich
country like the United States, where food is inexpen-
sive, find it difficult to appreciate this goal properly.

Each country should develop a comprehensive
plan for the protection of its natural areas, with inter-

light; and all that leaves is some of the radiated heat
originating from that sunlight. Thus there is truly no
“away,” no place where our garbage, our carbon diox-
ide, our pollution—anything that we produce or con-
centrate—can go (Figure 2.14). Yet we treat Earth
as if it had no limits—as if there were plenty of room in
which to dispose of things. 

Imagine a similar situation: If we simply took
into our homes all that we need or wish to consume,
and then just left behind right there in the house any
part that we did not use, there would soon be no room
for us! Earth is precisely the same. That is basically why
each community must learn to take care of itself: to
make and use at least the great majority of what it con-
sumes locally, and to dispose of it locally.

In general, actions that give people more control
over their own lives enable them to move their communi-
ties toward sustainability. These actions include access to
resources and the ability to play a role in managing them,

The piles of cans, bottles, and newspapers on the left are what

the average family now recycles. The trashcans and bags on the

right are filled with the solid waste that remains after recycling.

Photographed in San Diego, California.

The solid waste that an average U.S. family
produces annually Figure 2.14
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access to education and training, and the right to partici-
pate in decision making (Figure 2.15). Local com-
munities empowered by their nations will function well,
and so, therefore, will the world as a whole.

Just as individuals and communities must com-
mit themselves to new ethical standards if they are to ap-
proach the goal of sustainability in their own lives, so 
nations must establish fully their commitment to the
principles of a sustainable society. No national plan is

successful without a statement of its sustainability goals,
accompanied by an educational program that explains
why these goals are so important. 

Although the necessity of creating a global al-
liance for sustainable development is obvious, it has
proven very difficult in practice. Successfully dealing
with global problems depends on international cooper-
ation that contributes to an integrated global action.
The strengthening of the United Nations as an effective
force for global sustainability would contribute greatly
to the creation of a sustainable, healthy, peaceful, and
prosperous world.

WHAT KIND OF WORLD DO YOU WANT?

Perhaps the most important single lesson you will learn
in this text is that those who live in highly developed
countries are at the core of problems facing the global
environment today. Highly developed countries con-
sume a disproportionate share of resources and must re-
duce their levels of consumption if we are going to
achieve global sustainability. We drain resources from
the entire globe and thus contribute to a future in which
neither our children nor our grandchildren will live in
anything like the affluence that we experience now.

This book is about consequences. In the last 40
years or so, we have recognized the impact of human
activities on the biosphere. We now understand this im-
pact enough to know that we can’t continue as we have
and expect any sort of viable future for our species. If all
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CONCEPT CHECK

What is Earth’s carrying
capacity? How is carrying
capacity related to
sustainability?

What ecosystem services
do living things provide?

How are environmental
goals best met at the
local level? at the
national level? at the
global level?

STOPSTOP

Religion and the EnvironmentEnviroDiscovery

A new degree of commitment to environmental issues has steadily
grown within many religious faiths and organizations. Espousing
convictions some see as “creation care,” religious groups actively
champion such issues as controlling global warming and protecting
endangered species.

• In 1998 the National Council of Churches in the United States,
representing 34 Christian denominations, began a major edu-
cational and advocacy program focused on the responsibility
Christians share for the environment, specifically climate-
warming issues. Jewish and Greek Orthodox groups have
joined the effort.

• In 1999 an unusual alliance of environmentalists and Christians
in southern California sued the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
for refusing to designate critical habitat for seven endangered
animal species.

• In 2000 more than 2,000 religious leaders met at the U.N. Mil-
lennium World Peace Summit of Religious and Spiritual Leaders.
Protecting the environment was a major topic of discussion.

• In 2001 the U.N. Environment Programme and the Islamic Re-
public of Iran sponsored an International Seminar on Religion,
Culture, and Environment. They considered ways to counter
environmental degradation.

different set of ideals. Wealth and material possessions
have come to mean success, at a tremendous cost to the
planet. Such ideas are deeply imbedded and extremely
compelling and will be difficult to change. You may
need to throw off some of the myths of Western cul-
ture, such as the belief that “faster” and “more” in-
evitably mean “better.” You will at least be called on to
examine those myths very deeply and very thoughtfully
and to decide what they mean to you.

The choices you make will have a greater im-
pact on the future than those that any generation has
had before. Even choosing to do nothing will have pro-
found consequences for the future. At the same time,
you face an incredible opportunity. Margaret Mead
(1901–1978), the noted American anthropologist,
once said, “Never doubt that a small group of thought-
ful, committed people can change the world; indeed,
it’s the only thing that ever has!” This is a time in
history when the best of human qualities—vision,
courage, imagination, and concern—will play a critical
role in establishing the nature of tomorrow’s world.These women are part of the Green Belt Movement, which has

planted millions of trees in Kenya.

Environmental action at the community level
Figure 2.15

we do, as a result of this new knowledge, is make a few
changes in consumer choices and write a few letters, it
won’t be nearly enough.

People hoping to preserve a livable world must
become the next pioneers. A pioneer is one who ven-
tures into unexplored territory, a process that is simul-
taneously terrifying and profoundly exciting. The unex-
plored territory in this case is the development of a
truly different way for humans to exist in the world. No
models exist for this kind of change. You must help cre-
ate the political will for it with your numbers and your
commitment. You must create the economic power with
your thoughtful decisions as both consumers and lead-
ers. You must create social change with your acceptance
and respect of the differences among peoples.

Many people think that to accomplish this
change will require reconnecting with the natural envi-
ronment. It means, at a personal level, taking opportu-
nities to be outside (even if it is a city park or a back-
yard garden), to listen to the wind, and to look at the
exquisite variety of plants, insects, and other life-forms
with which we coexist (Figure 2.16). Humans
evolved in nature. Our immensely complex and multi-
dimensional brains evolved precisely because we inter-
acted with growing things, weather patterns, and other
animals. The world we have created screens us from all
that. The sophisticated devices we imagined and manu-
factured—such as televisions, computers, and automo-
biles—now define our world. One of your challenges
will be to use technology as a tool but not to let it de-
fine your interaction with the world.

The new environmental revolution will require
that you revalue yourself and your life according to a

Photographed by the McKenzie River in Oregon.

Contemplating the beauty of the environment
Figure 2.16
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CASE STUDY
The 2002 World Summit

42 CHAPTER 2 Environmental Sustainability and Human Values

2 and 5 million people die each year
from water-related diseases, a result
of the unavailability of basic sanita-
tion services for about 2.4 billion
people. About one-third of Earth’s
soil is so degraded that it can’t be
used to grow food.

Thus, with few exceptions, we
have made little progress in solving
the world’s most serious environ-
mental problems. The real world is
operating much as it always has.
Also, many governments have
shifted their attention to other 
challenges such as terrorism and
worsening international tensions.
Meanwhile, scientific warnings on
important environmental problems
such as global climate change have
grown increasingly severe.

The 2002 summit reached con-
ceptual agreements and produced a

In 1992 representatives from
most of the world’s countries
met in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 

for the U.N. Conference on Environ-
ment and Development. Countries
attending the conference examined
environmental problems that are in-
ternational in scope: pollution and
deterioration of the planet’s atmo-
sphere and ocean, a decline in the
number and kinds of organisms, and
destruction of forests.

In addition, the 1992 partici-
pants adopted Agenda 21, a complex
action plan of sustainable develop-
ment for the 21st century in which
future economic development, par-
ticularly in developing countries, will
be reconciled with environmental
protection. Agenda 21 recommended
more than 2,500 actions to deal with
our most urgent environmental,
health, and social problems.

In 2002 the United Nations
sponsored the World Summit on
Sustainable Development in Johan-
nesburg, South Africa, to assess the
progress and failures in the 10 years
since the 1992 summit. The 2002
summit (pictured at the right) con-
sidered population growth, poverty,
the depletion of fresh water, food se-
curity, the use of unsustainable en-
ergy sources, and land degradation
and habitat loss. 

Some of the world’s problems
have worsened since 1992. The 
human population has grown by 
1 billion. The per capita incomes in
more than 80 countries are lower
than they were in 1992. Between 

U.S. delegates at a World Summit press briefing.

timetable for meeting goals to re-
duce poverty and environmental
degradation. But these agreements
work only if the world’s nations en-
force them. The 2002 summit, like
the 1992 summit, has little power to
accomplish anything. 

Despite the lack of significant
progress at the international level
since 1992, national, state, and 
local levels have made important
progress. Many countries have en-
acted more stringent air pollution
laws, including the phasing out of
leaded gasoline. More than 100
countries have created sustainable-
development commissions. Also, the
World Bank has invested $8.5 billion
in sustainable development projects
around the world.
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3 Environmental 
Justice 

1. Environmental justice is the right of

every citizen, regardless of age, race,

gender, social class, or other factor, to

adequate protection from environmental

hazards. 

2 Human Values and 
Environmental Problems

1. Environmental ethics is a field of 

applied ethics that considers the moral

basis of environmental responsibility

and how far this responsibility extends.

Environmental ethicists consider how

humans should relate to the natural 

environment.

2. An environmental worldview is a

worldview that helps us make sense of

how the environment works, our place in

the environment, and right and wrong

environmental behaviors. The Western

worldview is an understanding of our

place in the world based on human su-

periority and dominance over nature,

the unrestricted use of natural re-

sources, and increased economic

growth to manage an expanding indus-

trial base. The deep ecology worldview

is an understanding of our place in the

world based on harmony with nature, a

spiritual respect for life, and the belief

that humans and all other species have

an equal worth.

3. Voluntary simplicity recognizes that in-

dividual happiness and quality of life are

not necessarily linked to the accumula-

tion of material goods. People who em-

brace voluntary simplicity recognize that

a person’s values and character define

that individual more than how

many things he or she

owns. 

1 Human Use of 
the Earth

1. Sustainable development is economic

growth that meets the needs of the 

present without compromising the ability

of future generations to meet their own

economic needs. Environmentally sound

decisions, economically viable decisions,

and socially equitable decisions interact

to promote sustainable development.

Sustainable
Development

Environmentally
sound decisions do not 
harm the environment or 

deplete natural resources.

Economically
viable decisions consider  
all costs, including long-term 
environmental and societal 

costs.

Socially equitable 
decisions reflect the needs 
of society and ensure the 

costs and benefits are shared 
equally by all groups.

John Wiley & Sons
Berg
W0025-nn

2. Sustainable consumption is the use of

goods and services that satisfy basic hu-

man needs and improve the quality of

life but that also minimize the use of re-

sources so they are available for future

use. Population growth, economic activi-

ties, technology choices, social values,

and government policies add complex

dimensions to the concept of sustain-

able consumption.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
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1. State if each of the following statements reflects the Western

worldview, the deep ecology worldview, or both. Explain your

answers.

a. Species exist to be used by humans.

b. All organisms, humans included, are interconnected and

interdependent.

c. There is a unity between humans and nature.

d. Humans are a superior species capable of dominating other

organisms.

e. Humans should protect the environment.

f. Nature should be used, not preserved.

g. Economic growth will help Earth manage an expanding hu-

man population.

h. Humans have the right to modify the environment to benefit

society.

i. All forms of life are intrinsically valuable and therefore have

the right to exist.

2. How are sustainable consumption and voluntary simplicity

related?

3. What social groups generally suffer the most from environmen-

tal pollution and degradation? What social groups generally

benefit from this situation?

4. In its broadest sense, how does environmental justice relate to

highly developed countries and less developed countries?

5. What is the role of education in changing personal attitudes

and practices that affect the environment?

6. Write a one-page essay describing what kind of world you want

to leave for your children.

7. Are an improved standard of living and a reduction in the level

of consumption mutually exclusive? Give an example that sup-

ports your answer.

8. Write a paragraph that briefly describes your environmental

worldview.

9. Development is sometimes equated with economic growth.

Explain the difference between sustainable development and

development as an indicator of economic growth.

10. How do the three factors shown in the figure interact to pro-

mote sustainable development?

CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING QUESTIONS
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CHAPTER SUMMARY

KEY TERMS

4 An Overall Plan for 
Sustainable Living

1. Carrying capacity is the maximum popu-

lation that can be sustained by a given

environment or by the world as a whole.

The carrying capacity of a given environ-

ment is determined ultimately by its abil-

ity to absorb wastes and renew itself.

Worldwide attention to family planning is

one way to stay within Earth’s carrying

capacity; we can help the population sta-

bilize if we make family planning avail-

able for everyone. Addressing world

poverty and raising standards of living in

every country through the education of

children and the reduction of illiteracy

are other ways to achieve sustainability. 

2. We have an ethical obligation to respect

and care for other species, which are, as

far as we know, our only living compan-

ions in the universe. We have a clear 

interest in protecting Earth’s biological

diversity, the number and variety of

Earth’s organisms, because we obtain

from them all of our food, most of our

medicines, building and clothing materi-

als, and many other products. Ecosys-

tem services are important environmen-

tal benefits, such as clean air to breathe,

clean water to drink, and fertile soil in

which to grow crops, that the natural en-

vironment provides.

3. Any long-term improvement in the condi-

tion of the world must start at the local

level with individuals; each of us makes a

difference, and it is ultimately our collec-

tive activities that make the world what it

is. At the national level, constitutional

documents and other statements of na-

tional policy should lay out commit-

ments to the principles of a sustainable

society and make possible the genera-

tion of appropriate laws and suitable

economic policies.

n These fishermen have

seen their catches de-

cline in recent years.

Why do you think fish

shortages are occurring

around the world?

n How does Garrett

Hardin’s description of

the tragedy of the com-

mons in medieval Eu-

rope relate to the

ocean’s fisheries today?

n Name an additional ex-

ample of a global com-

mons other than the

one shown in this

photograph.

What is happening in this picture ?

w0025bnn.eps

Sustainable
Development

Environmentally
Sound Decisions

Economically
Viable Decisions

Socially Equitable 
Decisions

w0025cnn.eps
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