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Questioning ‘Environmental Sustainability’ 
toward a ‘route map’ for developing an ecologically orientated philosophy of ‘Environmental Justice’ 

Professor Michael Benfield PhD 
 

Abstract 
In revisiting the origins of Green Politics, this paper outlines a framework for discussion 
within the context of rapidly changing global economic imperatives. Assuming a broad 
consensus amongst informed readers as to the dire state of environmental degradation, it 
does not expand or dwell on these. Instead, and recognising that terms like ‘environment’ 
and ‘sustainability’ are now almost too generalised to be meaningful, it seeks to revisit 
many of the explicit and implicit issues required to produce a ‘road map’ for developing an 
ecologically orientated environmental philosophy for the 21

st
 Century. 

 
Highlighting areas where progress has been made on ‘Green’ issues, it inherently identifies 
challenges and potential barriers to further progress. Relating these to perceived trends in 
world economic development – or recovery – it posits both basic and very deep 
philosophical questions. Linking Green Politics with Green Economics it is argued that the 
search for ethical decisions and actions at governmental, corporate and social institutional 
levels must address these.  
 
Laying out the challenge confronting Green Economists it occasionally points toward 
possible answers. However, in recognising the complex mosaic of interests and views at 
work in current society – and especially its economic considerations - the author leaves 
open the way/s whereby individuals and organisations may decide to approach these. 
Potentially this offers a cohesive thread for international investigation and collaboration 
between those who would term themselves “Green Economists”.    

____________________________________ 

The Origins of Green Politics 
The year 1972 proved to be a turning point in global political thinking. It saw the publication 
of the Club of Rome’s seminal report ‘Limits to Growth’ , the Ecologist’s ‘Blueprint for 
Survival’ and, influenced by Paul Ehrlich’s earlier interview in Playboy, the formation in late 
November of a new political party in Britain.  

Simply called PEOPLE – not The People Party – PEOPLE identified global environmental 
problems including resource issues like energy, water and food as rapidly growing issues 
for local, national, regional, and global politics.  

Behind these problems it saw misdirected economic growth, unfounded hopes in science 
and technology, politically expedient short term policies, and vested interest pressure 
groups as major influences for this misdirection. 

In contrast PEOPLE presented itself as a 
political catalyst reaching out for concerned 
opinion. It identified politicians who offered 
false idols to the electorate and untenable 
promises to secure re-election, as an 
essential enemy of us all.  

Perceiving established political parties as 
Intrinsically flawed, filled with careerist 
politicians and prone to corrupt short 
termism, PEOPLE aimed to create a 
different, democratically inclusive politics.   
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Resource Limitation was the root principle of all its policies. With uncontrolled, rapidly 
escalating population considered a major driver, it developed, for example, a policy to 
reduce UK population to 40m over 80 years.  
 
In 1973 it absorbed the Ecologist’s Movement for Survival and enlisted its author, Teddy 
Goldsmith, as a PEOPLE candidate for the February 1974 General Election. Subsequent 
changes to its name, first to the Ecology Party and then to the Green Party, embodied 
shifts in strategy & policy respectively to being the Vanguard at the front of ecological 
political thinking and then to social rather than core issues.  
 
Nevertheless it was widely recognised as having led the way for European & Global Green 
Parties, as evidenced by the volume of telegrams, faxes, letters and messages delivered 
from green orientated organisation and political parties to its 21

st
 Celebrations and 

Conference in 1994.  

From sustainability to justice 

Over the last 40 years or so, the goal of ‘sustainable development’ has gained widespread 
theoretical and political acceptance in the global community.  Notwithstanding this there 
remains much disagreement about how ‘sustainability’ is to be achieved.   
 
Indeed, arguably the term ‘sustainability’ has become debased. Like ‘environment’ and 
‘environmental’ it is often loosely used as a catch-all phrase, often applied to ‘green-wash’ 
activities and ideas that have no underlying relationship with the ecological imperative. This 
is perhaps unsurprising, given that major regional, national and local interests – 
commercial and political - are at stake.   
 
Since the landmark 1992 Rio Declaration, each nation should confront specific questions 
of how to decide among conflicting social and ecological interests.  Not only the actual 
impact of economic development must be considered, but also the probable risks involved 
in development of all kinds. 
 
There are many who argue that sustainability means changing global patterns of social 
structure and forms of social and economic development.  But any transition from a world 
economy predicated on growth to one based on sustainability will not occur without friction.  
Indeed, fresh evidence of environmentally related conflict emerges almost weekly.  These 
conflicts - among people and between people and nature – must - it is argued, be resolved 
according to principles of an environmental justice set in a clearly defined ecological 
context. 
 

Cultures, Concepts and ‘Environnemental’ Justice 
Terminology is important. It shapes opinions, ideas and actions. As already noted, terms 
like ‘Environment’ and ‘Environmental’, ‘Sustainable’ and ‘Sustainability’ are loosely, but 
widely used. They can – and do - mean different things to different people. Likewise, 
around the world, people in many countries have cultural values and concepts of nature 
quite different from those of Europeans.  Questions of ‘justice for people’ and ‘justice for 
nature’ may emerge simultaneously from their mix of cultures. In various places, for 
example, a land ethic is beginning to contend with the drive for development. 
 

Consequently, there is a need to examine the principles and practices of ‘environmental 
justice’.  Such examination demands new ways of thinking about the problems set by 
growing environmental, qua ecological, risks and must inform global and national 
institutional change during the course of this century. It must be set in a broader, more 
clearly defined, ecological context. 
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The ways in which environmental questions are resolved will determine the shape of local 
societies and the global political-economic system during the 21

st
 century.  This is because 

the ‘environment’ inescapably affects all disciplines and cultures.   
 

Cross Cultural & Disciplinary Dialogue  
There is a need for dialogue across cultures and disciplines and for ethical discussion on 
the question of justice. Such dialogues should aim:-   
 

 To situate ethical debates in the context of the development of (now dominant) 
capitalism in the world economy. 
   

 To explore whether a ‘justice ethic’ is appropriate to address questions arising 
from environmental exploitation and conflict, and whether such an ethic is 
compatible with ecological principles.   
 

 To explore global, regional, national and local institutional structures for the 
resolution of conflict over environmental issues – conflicts involving the interests 
of humanity and nature, and present and future generations.   
 

 To report empirical research on environmental issues involving questions of 
justice  
 

 To report regional and country studies of the (to a greater or lesser extent 
failed) implementation of the initial Rio Declaration and its various incarnations.   

 
 

Some Questions To Be Addressed 

The future of capitalism and the environmental crisis 

The question of the future of the environment in the world capitalist economy is of current 
foremost importance.  
.   
We must ask, for example :-  

 
“Can an expanded dialectic of justice (inclusive of social need and environmental 
values) be re-inscribed in a world dominated by individualised production, 
consumption and competitive exchange?”    

Can popular sovereignty be reinstated at the local/national level? 

The application of alternative conceptions of justice to nature and humanity is closely 
related to the form of economic system/s that may develop internationally. In this, the 
growing global debate is between different views of justice in the relationship between 
humanity and nature.    
 
In this three key question arise :- 
 

 “Can liberal ethics be mapped on to the consideration of the human-nature 
relationship?”    
 

 “Is there a contradiction between the basic tenets of ethics in the liberal Western 
tradition and any possible ecological ethic?” 
 

 “How are any such contradictions reflected in non-Western traditions and what 
might these contribute to resolving resulting dilemmas?” 
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Ecology, constitutions and justice 

Flowing from this one has cause to ask a further 3 questions:- 
 

 “How can national constitutions 
recognise the reality of different 
conceptions of nature and the 
environment?” 
 

 “If the ideal of pluralism is to be 
achieved how can it be 
reconciled with the need for the 
conservation of nature?”   
 

 “What happens if social justice 
(the fair distribution of 
environmental quality) clashes 
with justice to nature?” 

 

The Quest for a Universal Ethic 

There is also a growing debate about the universality of ethics. This impacts upon human 
rights, natural justice, legal codes, regulations and a general raft of ‘rules’ governing the 
way in which most societies conduct their affairs.   
 
Addressing these issues confronts us with the over-arching question :-  
 

“Is a universal ethic possible or desirable?” 
 
To consider this we must then address two basic issues:- 
 

 “If local cultural conceptions of justice are to determine environmental questions, 
what principles can be applied to ensure that these locally decided conceptions are 
not oppressive of humanity and (unsustainably) exploitative and destructive of 
nature?”    
 

 “Is there a universal principle which underwrites the right to cultural self-
determination, and is such a principle in conflict with the demands of ecological 
stability?” 

 

Ecological Rationality  
It is envisaged that, in the various debates engendered by these questions there will be 
exploration of the possible institutional setting for ‘ecological rationality’ and what sort of 
institutions embodying environmental and ecological justice might emerge from such 
search. 
 
This leads us to a major concern for anyone and everyone engaged in both Green Politics 
and the ‘new’ discipline of Green Economics.  
 
It is implicit in all that has been mentioned so far. It demands consideration of what hope 
there may be for democracy within an institutional framework (inclusive of global 
institutions) with the capacity for effective ecological regulation in a global economy? 
 
This, then, is the challenge for Green Economists everywhere. 

Sanjeev Jinage  
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Local environmental conflicts and justice 

Major environmental struggles between those who want to exploit the environment for 
profit, security and human material gain are continually erupting on the world scene: the 
struggle to prevent nuclear testing in the Pacific, China, Korea and the Middle East, the 
struggle of local villagers against mining companies in Papua New Guinea, South America 
and Africa, the exploitation of rain-forests for tourism and other economic purposes, the 
drying up of inland waters like the Aral Sea, the dumping of obsolete and waste material 
into the oceans, the struggle to reduce pollution of the air through dependence on the use 
of private cars.   
 
In the process new political forces are emerging and new issues on which judgements 
must be made.  Case studies of environmental conflicts, and their implications for 
environmental justice may be discussed under such themes as :- 
 

 Struggles over LULUs (Locally Unwanted Land use) and NIMBYs (Not In My 
Backyard)  

 Conflicts over toxic wastes  

 States and corporations in conflict with environmental groups  

 National interests and local struggles. 

Different national responses to International Environmental Declarations 

It is 21 years since the seminal Rio Declaration, since when, as already alluded, this has 
undergone several different incarnations and numerous ‘spin-offs’.  But what progress has 
been made in different nations towards achieving the principles embodied in such 
declarations?   And what issues have emerged in different nations as governments, local 
environmental groups, producer groups and other actors struggle to control the 
environmental policy agenda?    
 
Hopefully these will be considered by (inter)national groups within each different country.  
 
While the idea of ‘sustainable development’ has been sought to resolve fundamental 
conflicts between production, or consumption of the environment and its conservation, this 
idea has been interpreted in widely different ways.   
 
Researchers, analysts, speakers and others are therefore encouraged to make 
assessments of national environmental agendas in the 21 years ‘after Rio’ enabling 
comparison to be made between:- 
 

 Differing national environmental issues and priorities  

 National environmental plans and policies  

 Cultural differences in responses to the various declarations since Rio  

 The impact of different political systems on national responses. 

National institutions for environmental justice 

Increasing knowledge of the environment and the risks of its exploitation, together with the 
political salience of environmental issues, has produced institutional innovation: new laws, 
new professions, new politics.  However these innovations are being pursued in a global 
economic climate in which the power of nation states to regulate is challenged by 
international competition for investment.   
 
Under this theme institutional innovations of the nation state should be discussed in terms 
of justice.   
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Economic limitations on State action for the environment in different nations needs to be 
explored together with suggestions as to how these limits can be overcome.  Such debates 
should consider, for example:- 
 

 The role that nation states can and will play in environmental regulation in the 
Twenty First Century  

 Environmental law and policy  

 Regulating hazardous materials and waste  

 The morality of pollution permits, including Carbon Credits 

 Land use planning and environmental justice 

Global institutions for environmental justice 

As capitalism’s spread continues to create its own global institutions of production, the 21
st
 

Century will see the increasing growth of international laws and conventions, resource 
regimes, regulatory regimes – with global and regional scope.   
 
How can these global institutions of governance be directed and controlled to further both 
human ends and the ends of nature?   
 
What role will democracy have in global regimes?   
 
Under this theme new ideas should be canvassed for global governance in pursuit of 
environmental justice including. 
 

 The role of global environmental groups and non-government organisations  

 New regional groupings and environmental legislation  

 An International Court of Environmental (Ecological) Justice 

 Multilateral agreements, resource regimes and global justice  

 Environmental offences and feasible sanctions 

Before and beyond justice: divergent ethics and rationalities 

As will be recognised, an ethic based on justice has to be argued against alternative 
ethical and rational principles; for example: the ethics of care and community as postulated 
by some feminists, the ethical agnosticism of Marxism, religious revivalism, postmodernist 
relativism, conservatism, and ecological and economic rationalities.   
 
Can these alternatives be reconciled with a justice ethic?   
 
Consideration of this theme is likely to explore both alternatives to a justice ethic and the 
relationship between justice and alternative ethics.  In doing so it may embrace findings 
from many other debates, like:- 
 

 The need for more than justice  

 Environmental virtues in different cultures  

 Wilderness concepts  

 Marxism and environmentalism  

 Relations between internal and external nature  

 Power and environmental justice  

 Postmodernism and the ethics of tastes 
 

Alternative conceptions of justice and their implications for the environment  
Different conceptions of justice have been built around concepts of needs, rights and 
deserts.   
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Is there, then, nothing but a plurality of conflicting conceptions?   
 
Is one person’s choice as good as another’s?   
 
Conceptions of justice, however, are complex structures of ideas involving different ways 
of recognising rights, deserts and needs in which varying emphasis is given to each.  
Different conceptual structures embody different political conceptions of justice.   
 
Here it is hoped that differing groups and individuals may explore the application of 
different conceptions of justice to environmental problems. These might, for example, 
include:-. 
 

 Different cultural interpretations of justice and nature  

 Political philosophies and justice  

 Natural rights and environmental justice  

 Justice to animals  

 Markets and justice  

 Communicative action, discourse ethics and environmental justice 

Just distribution of environmental quality among human beings 

Principles of distribution of environmental quality and risk need to be discussed within a 
framework of justice.  The question of environmental justice has been linked with 
citizenship rights and with racial injustice and religious intolerance in various countries.  
 
The question of the distribution of environmental degradation and risk among different 
nations at different stages of development also has a place.  The distributional aspect of 
environmental justice need to be assessed against different justice perspectives: needs, 
rights, deserts, and political conceptions of justice. 
 

 Environmental injustice and social justice  

 Environmental racism  

 Future generations and environmental heritage  

 Responsibility to distant others  

 Free trade and environmental justice  

 Green democracy  

 ’Post-environmentalism’, politics and justice 

Justice to nature 

Green Politics was originally based on the belief that the evolution of the human population 
is rapidly approaching a stage at which further growth, both of numbers of people and the 
amount they consume, cannot be sustained by the natural resources of the planet.   
 
It considered that new developments in technology would be unlikely to deflect the 
evolving crisis.  These perceptions lead greens to postulate a ‘sustainable society’, with 
new social, political and economic institutions backed by cultural values which would allow 
humanity to survive without a catastrophic population crash and with a reasonable degree 
of material well-being in all essentials.   
 
To embrace both eco-centric and anthropocentric visions of this ‘sustainable society’ 
requires a further discussion and exploration of their implications for environmental justice.  
 
These may, for instance, embrace:-  
 

 Anthropocentric and ecocentric ontologies  

 Industrialism, technology and transpersonal ecology  
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 Sustainability, progress and justice  

 Environmental practices and justice 

 Ecological consciousness and justice  
 

Ecological Consciousness 
Taking the last, but not least, of these to illustrate the extent of all the questions raised, we 
can appreciate that consideration of:- 
.   

• Democracy requires deliberation of how to share environmental quality & risks 
 

• Ethics involves deciding what form of justice and care should be available to and 
through communities for people, animals and nature 
 

• All forms of conflict involve concepts of who, how and when any being or thing 
should have access to resources and the extent to which permission or denial of 
this may lead to civil unrest. 
 

• The establishment of an International Court for Environmental / Ecological Justice 
implies the need for agreed principles of fair allocation 
 

• Avoidance or prevention of wars may require nations to live within their own 
resources and practice ‘Fair Trade”, imposing limits on  consumption 
 

• What impact this would have on Capitalism, on production and markets and on 
employment, incomes, food, energy, housing, and so on. 
 

• How any society may need to restructures its economy, rights, and responsibilities 
 
As will be recognised, such consideration involve reassessment of democracy and 

democratic institutions and the realisation that there can be No Transition without 

Friction.  
 

Two Example Considerations 
 

1. Housing 
Many people consider that Britain is currently suffering a housing crisis caused by 
too few (affordable) homes being built.  There are many ways of looking at this and 
many more considerations than just house builders, like finance, planning systems, 
environmental restrictions, and so on.  
 
There are also several approaches to assessing exactly how severe this crisis is 
and how many homes are needed. However, a reasonable idea of some of the 
issues involved can be gained from the following approximations.    

 
The UK has a current shortfall around 1.5m homes. Since Government, Shelter, 
and others estimate that we need between 230,000 and 250,000 per year while  
the house building industry is only producing around 100,000 p.a., this is increasing 
at up to 150,000 every year.  
 
Given the UK’s rise in population over the next 40 years it needs to house an 
additional 10+m people.  Taking an average of 3.3 people per household, that’s 3 
million more homes. To this has to be added the replacement of 3 to 4 million 
homes as they become too old or out of date to provide satisfactory housing.  
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So, overall it can be argued that the UK needs some 8 million new homes over the 
next 40 yrs.  On a straight line basis that’s 200,000 each and every year, which is 
rather less than the 250,000 taken by different organisations noted above, although 
their considerations may have more foundation in the immediacy of the crisis.  
  
Taking out those needed for replacement which can probably be built on brownfield 
sites, land will be needed to develop an extra 4.5m homes. That is effectively 20% 
more than is occupied by the existing 22 million or so homes in Britain.   
 
Clearly this means that more green field (not necessarily green belt) land must be 
used to accommodate these.  
 
Quite apart from the potential loss of agriculturally productive land, this growth in 
numbers is likely to have an Impact on food, energy, transport, waste, pollution, 
education, health and so on.  
 
Some may contend that greater density is the answer and this chines with global 
forecasts that by 2050, 75% of the world will live in dense mega cities. Against this 
are ranged concerns for quality of life, ‘happiness’ indices (which seem to suggest 
lower densities), access to open countryside, mobility, and so on.    
 

2. Incomes 
Western developed nations also seem to be suffering a crisis of incomes – 
minimum wages, fair wages, and living wages to name but three often heard cries. 
The same is true for many developing countries. 

  
At the same time there is a shortage of jobs, particularly for young people, of whom 
there are growing numbers.  In some cases these are seen as a brake on wage 
rises, if not actually providing downward pressure for lower wages.   
 
The fact is that, worldwide, ‘jobs’ are disappearing.  There are many reasons for 
this – technological advance, automation, productivity improvements, and market 
saturation only begin to scratch the surface of the reasons why this is.  
 
Whatever the cause, undoubtedly it is leading to social unrest and the belief that 
there is ‘no future’,  It has caused and is causing national governments to create 
‘non jobs’ and to turn a blind eye to wage inequality. 
 
Whether or not there is a relationship between these shifts, there seems to be a 
similar shift in popular culture, of job perception and “Pop Idolism”.  
 
To address this malaise maybe we need to consider changes in:- 
 
a) the way education is approached, for example a change in emphasis from 

training for employment to learning for self-realisation.  
 

b) shifting from job creation to massive cross national job sharing schemes, 
perhaps with 6 month rotations between ‘workers’.  
 

c) our culture of ‘caring’, simultaneously addressing the needs of ageing 
populations with a shift in vocational training. 
 

d) how wages - fair pay, equal pay, etc. are related to types of job and 
qualifications. Is it ‘fair’ for example, for anyone to earn more for the time they 
put in at work just because they have better paper ‘qualifications’?  Should 
there be differentiation for qualifications & time in education when in themselves 
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these should probably enrich the lives of the individuals qualitatively. 
 

e) ownership & control or resources, enterprise and effort. 
 

f) in all respects the way we construct, determine, assess, and deliver ‘justice’.  
 
 

Towards a New Ecologically Orientated Environmental Philosophy 
This paper has raised many questions and given few answers, although pointing to areas 
where these may be found. Hopefully what it has done is underline the complexity and 
enormity of the issues involved. It is almost as if they have an ‘ecology’ of their own.  
 
Indeed, this is as it should be for, as the last 40 years since the green political movement 
was born have shown, many conflicting views, interests and approaches are and will be at 
work in shaping the next 40 years and beyond. This is true for each and every country and 
community and is one reason why no ‘answers’ have been given to the questions raised. 
 
Whereas ‘The West’ has imposed its model of democracy and government on many 
nations, often with poor, if not disastrous, consequences, it behoves us all to engage in 
research and dialogue with one another globally in an attempt to draw out ideas, develop 
principles, and create policies that will promote, rather than hinder, global harmony.  
 
To this end an essential reference is, or will be, the need for an agreed philosophy of an 
ecologically orientated environmental justice. As with the absolute imperative of the Club of 
Rome’s ‘Limits to Growth’, also of 40 or so years ago, this can and should provide the ‘acid 
test’ for political, governmental and economic direction and policy. 
 
It is therefore hoped that the issues raised for international investigation by this paper may 
form at least the basis for a ‘Route Map’ for developing such a philosophy and one worthy 
of positive collaboration amongst the growing body of ‘Green Economists’. 
 

Michael Benfield PhD 
Caldicot, UK 
August 2013 


