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Outdoor and Environmental Ethics:
Strategies for Implementation

Some Definitions
Ethics can be defined as:

-Any set of moral principles and values
-A system of rules for guiding specific behaviors
-A philosophical position on what ought to be
-"A limitation on freedom of action In the struggle for

existence" (Aldo Leopold, 1948)

Ethics help us to decide what course of action is most
right. They help us answer the question, 'What is the most right
thing to do?'

Another way of looking at ethics, and comparing them to laws:

Laws govern what you do when someone else is watching.
Ethics guide your behavior when no one else is around.

Outdoor Ethics:
Outdoor ethics are primarily concerned with appropriate

behaviors of participants as they pursue outdoor recreation
activities. Because of the increased interest in outdoor pursuits,
the increase in population and the general decrease in areas
available and suitable for these outdoor recreation activities,
outdoor ethics considerations have become critical.
Environmental Ethics:

Environmental ethics are primarily concerned with
developing a more personal sense of stewardship by all
members of society, individually and collectively, regarding
the use of the environment. Environmental ethics offer
guidelines which will enable all members of earth's global
village to be sustained at current or better standards of living
indefinitely, without detriment to humankind, fellow
beings or the earth.
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Categories of Environmental Ethical Positions
Bruce E. Matthews

There are four general categories of environmental ethics. Each represents a different
way of looking at environmental issues. None of these are inherently right or wrong. All are
ethical. By understanding each of these we aye able to empathize, and understand the reasons
why an Individual advocates one course of action over another.

These four ethical positions can be viewed in terms of defendable interests. A thing is
known to be right or good if It supports that area with the most defendable interest. Inherent in
this concept is the assumption that a hierarchy may exist, in which certain populations, species
etc. may have more defendable interests than another.

Anthropocentdow : Humankind centered.
Views defendable Interests as vested first in human beings. Primary consideration given

to value or impact of a wurse of action on humankind. All other beings or systems subordinate
to humans. Choices are made based on what is most right or of most benefit to humankine.
Places humans at top of hierarchy.

examples: -We must save the planet because it is our only home.
-Stop rainforest destruction because there might be as yet unknown species of plants or
animals there that hold the key to the cure for cancer.
-The landfill can't go here because it Is too beautiful a landscape to 'destroy.
-Acid rain kills the Adirondack trout I like to catch, so stop acid rain.

SerltientIsm : Centered on those beings capable of being aware, conscious, of knowing
pleasure and pain.

Views defendable interests equally extended to and including all creatures considered to
be sentient. This commonly Includes many mammals and birds, but disagreement exists among
sentientists as to what creatures are, in fact sentient. Humankind has no more defendable
interests or rights than any other sentient being.

examples: -We must save the planet because it is the home of all sentient beings.
-Humankind has no right to destroy another sentient creature's home (le rain forests)
for humans' benefit.
-The irradiation or contamination of sentient creatures or their homes in order to
dispose of human-produced waste is wrong.

Etiocentric Individualism : All life-centered.
Every individual living thing has equal defendable Interests with every other living

thing. All life is deserving of equal moral consideration. The emphasis is on individuals, both
plants and animals.

Typically, an individual espousing this ethical position would do everything possible to
avoid harming another living thing. Alternatives would be sought in that would minimize
destruction of any life. For example, a blocentric Individualist would choose to eat those things
which do not involve killing or possible mistreatment of the food source, such as eating fruits
and vegetables where the plant was not harmed, and eating non-factory-farmed eggs and dairy
products.

4
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examples: -We save the planet because humankind has no right to destroy the life of any living
thing.

-We prevent the destruction of rain forests because only humankind benefits from its
destruction, to the detriment of all the living things in that rain forest. .

-Landfills contaminate and destroy life of all kinds, and therefore is wrong.

Holistic : Entire system-centered, views systems or species as a whole.
The welfare of a system of living and non-living things (ecosystem, biotic Community)

is the ;Aviary defendable interest. Any Individual species' personal interest or need is
subjugated to that of the system as a dynamic entity. A variety of functions can occur within a
system which, as long as the Integrity of the system itself Is not threatened. may be ethically
permissible from a holistic perspective. Humankind is viewed as a part of the system, with
rights pertaining to its role in and responsibility for maintaining the system.

examples: -Save the planet because it is a unique and wonderful system.
-Rain forest ecosystems are unique, and likely play a major role in maintaining the
earth's entire ecosystem. It is wrong to destroy them.
-If a landfill, toxic or radioactive waste dump can be developed and
managed without impacting the ecosystem, it may be o.k., as long as the waste being
stored IS in fact necessary and there are no other more environmentally sound disposal
alternatives.
-Acid rain is an unacceptable phenomenon, since it has major impacts on a number of
ecosystems.

It can be seen that an individual could hold any of these emiironmental ethical positions,
or even a combination of them, and view themselves as ethical, knowing what the most right
course of action might be. Each of the four positions abhors the destruction of rain forests, yet
each has a different reason for doing so. This may explain why groups of individuals (trappers
and animal rightists for example) can be so violently opposed to one another, yet still possess an
overabiding concern for the resource, still see themselves as environmentally ethical.

"A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the
biotic community. it Is wrong when it tends otherwise." -Aldo Leopold

Bruce E. Matthews, 311/90



Model for the Development of Environmental Ethics

assumption: Most people do not trash their homes.
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Stages Leading to the Development of an
Environmental Ethic

Aldo Leopold, in his classic A Sand County Almanac writes that humankind has
evolved an ethic, a philosophical position on what ought to be, that guides behaviors toward
oneself and towards fellow human beings. Yet this ethical relationship, according to Leopold, has
not yet evolved to include humankind's relationship to the land, and this lack of ethical
consideration has led to the current environmental crises we experience today. (and Leopold
wrote this in the 1940'sl)

Leopold uses the story of Odysseus from Homer's Iliad. When Odysseus returned from
the Trojan Wars he found that his slave girls has misbehaved in his absence, so he hung them
all. Our society has generally evolved since Homer's dme to the point where owning slaves, not
to mention killing another human being, is ethically abhorent. Leopold points out that we still
regard the land In the same way Odysseus regarded his slave girls, as ours to do with what we
see fit. Leopold contends that we need, as a society today, to make the same kind of progress
toward developing a land ethic that society has made since Odysseus' time in its ethical
consideration of fellow human beings.

There are four stages of environmental awareness that lead to the development of an
environmental ethic. This model works equally well when applied to individuals as well as
society. They are:

Awareness: In this stage there is awareness that a problem exists, solid waste disposal or
acid rain as examples, but you figure that someone else will take care of it or you can Just pay
for the solution.

Realization : At this stage you begin to realize that a large part of the problem is due to the
number of people on the planet being large to be supported in any kind of sustainable manner.
Patterns begin to emerge where you see the poor people tending to overbreed and the rich people
tending to overgraze. You are concerned.

Shallow Ecology: In this stage you realize that we are facing a very serious problem,
but in reasoning it out you figure that somehow technology, economics or politics will save the
day. I mean, they've pulled through for us all right so far, haven't they?

There are h.*, false assumptions inherent in shallow ecology. The first is the assumption
that technology, economics and politics are In fact capable of dealing with the incredible
complexities of today's environmental problems. The second is that we can control the
environment, and completely understand it.

Deep Ecology: According to Norwegian philosopher Ame Naess, true deep ecology Is
reached when an individual or society actually lives the following ideas:

1. Everything is connected to everything else.
2. The role of humankind is not to rule the natural world but to cooperate with it,
become members of it, and assume responsibility for the consequences of human actions.
3. Excessive attempts to control the environment will backfire, for nature is far too
complex for us to completely understand.
4. Our major goal must be to preserve the integrity of our ecosystem, even if it means
changing our social system.

Bruce E. Matthews, VINO
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Outdoor EU 3se leacretabscati
Bruce E. Matthews

As outdoor educators we are concerned with developing and promoting appropriate and
responsible behaviors while outdoors. The awareness of what constitutes good and bad behavior,
coupled with the "motivation and character to be as concerned for others in every respect as one
is for one's self (Petzoldt, Wilderness Handbook), is what we ought to be practicing ourselves
and inspiring in others.

Imagine that today we are about to take a group of students on a day hike to the top of
Hunter Mountain. We are interested in doing more than reading rules to students and
threatening dire consequences if they ars not obeyed to the letter (are you sum about that man-
eating grizzly last seen near the mountain's summitn. We would like to use .the occasion to
assist students in seeing for themselves the value of behaving ethically. The worksheet below
may help you and your group to think about the kinds of behaviors that ought to occur and the
obligations that ought to exist when the group is acting ethically. Complete the worksheet as a
group, and then regard it as a code, or a contract. Encourage each individual in the group to
accept the responsibility of abiding by it personally, and assisting each other to do the same. It

may help to have each student sign it.

In order to assist in Identifying those specific ethical obligations, responsibilities and
behaviors it may be helpful to break them down into categories. These categories are admittedly
arbitrary, and involve some overlapping between theia.

As you work through these categories Incirzde everything that you think may fit. Do not
be over* concerned whether the behavior described really fits the definition of 'ethics'. You
can always go back and eliminate the stuff that is not relevant

This is designed to be used as a worksheet. You may find it useful to develop these ethical
guidelines with your students or groups and then review them each time you go outdoors. If they
participate In the development they are more likely to feel ownership. Once the behaviors,
responsibilities or obligations are identified they can be referred to throughout the trip, and
can be evaluated by the students during debriefings and discussions.

I. Individuals and group to other individuals(non-group) met along the way:

U. Individuals to other individuals within the group:

III. Individuals to group as a whole:

IV. Group to individuals within the group:

V. Group to other hikers:

VI. Individuals and group to other users of resource:

VI. Individuals and group to administrative agencies:
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VII. Individuals and group to landowner:

IX. Individuals and group to local community:

X. Individuals and group to living resources:

Xl. Individuals and group to non-living resources:

Checklist:
1. Are we setdng the example ourselves?
2. Are we offering experiences that lead our students to conclude for themselves that there is
value ard pwpose In acting ethically, and that it feels right to do so?
3. Are we creating situations where outdoor and environmental ethics are discussed, and ethical
behaviors are practiced?
4. Are we recognizing and rewartIng when we see ethical behavior demonstrated?
5. Are we leachht ethics through:

a. observation
b. demonstration
c. discussion
d. practice
a. clarification
f. reinforcement?

6. Are we identifying Issues where conflicting ethical stances may exist, and giving students an
opportunity to try out which stance most closely fits their personal values, in a non
-threatening and non-proselytizing environment?

Bruce E Matthews, 10/3/90
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Outdoor Ethics Worksheet

I. Individuals and group to other Individuals(non-group) met along the way:

IL IndMduals to other individuals within the group:

III. Individuals to group as a whole:

IV. Group to individuals witNn the group:

V. Group to other hikers:

VI. Individuals and group to othsr users of resource:

VI. Individuals and group to administrative agencies:

VIL Individuals and group to landowner

IX. Individuals and group to local community:

X. Individuals and group to living resources:

XI. Individuals and group to non-living resources:
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Selected Readings on Outdoor and Environmental Ethics

Compiled by Bruce E. Matthews
SUNY College at Cortland

Allen, Rodney F. et al. Deciding How k 'Aye on Spaceship Earth:
The Ethics of_Environmaptal Cgrigern. Evanston, IL: McDougal,
Litton and Co., 1973.

Anglemyer, Mary and Seagraves, Eleanor R. The Natural
Environnient: An Anagtateri Slibliography op Attitudes and
Values_ Washington, DC: , 1984.

Attfield, Robin. The Ethigs pf Environmental Poncern, New York,
NY: , 1983.

Barbour, Ian G. Earth Might Be Fat appectiops on EthiDs, Religion
and Ecology. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1972.

Barbour, Ian G. Westerniviap and Environmantal Etbjcs. Reading,
MA: Addison-Wesley, 1973.

Baxter, William. peogje or Penguins: Ihe_Case for Optimal Pollution.
New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 1974.

Black, John. The Dgmioion of Man: The sEarch For Ecological
Responsibility, Edinburgh, Scotland: , 1970.

Caduto, Michael J. and Bruchac, Joseph. Keepers of te_Earth:
Natio American Stoiies AO Environmental Activities for
Children. Golden, CO: Fulcrum, Inc., 1988.

Caduto, Michael J. and Bruchac, Joseph. Keepers of the Earth:
Native American Stories and Ezvironmental Agtiyities for
Children. Teachers Duide. Golden, CO: Fulcrum, Inc., 1988.

Cahn, Robert. folprints on the Planet A $earch for an
Environmental _Ethic. New York, NY: 1978.
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Carman, Russ. The Illusions of Animal Rights. New Milford, PA: self-
published, 1990.

Callicott, J. Baird, and Ames, Roger T., eds. Envicgmantal
Philosonhy: The Nature of Nature in Asian Traditions of
Thought, Albany, NY: S.U.N.Y. Press, 1989.

Callicott, J. Baird. 10.12,efensEmf.thiLlaacL.Etiz_Essaysin..
Enviconmental philosophy. Albany, NY: S.U.N.Y. Press, 1989.

Cohen, Michael J. A_Field Guide to Connecting With Nature.
Eugene, OR: World Peace University, 1989.

Devall, Bill and Sessions, George. Deep Ecoloay: Living As If Nature
Mattered. Salt Lake City, UT: Peregrine, 1985.

Donahue, Thomas. "The Moral Case For Animal Rights". The
Cjidstiak Science Monitor. October 1, 1990, p. 18.

Fritsch, Albert J. Environmental 5thics: Choices for Concerned
citizens. Garden City, NJ: . 1980.

Fox, Michael W. Returning To Eden: Animal Rights and Human
Responsibility. New York, NY: , 1980.

Henderson, Karla A. "Deep Ecology and Outdoor Recreation--
Incompatible?". journai of Physical Education. Becreation ant
Dance. March, 1990, pp. 77-80.

Huck, Albert R. and Decker, Eugene. Environmental Respect:
calairtujunLArdLyily_raulde.L Tucson, AZ: Safari Club
International Conservation Fund, 1987.

Hungerford, Harold R. et. al. Anvastigating and Evalualing
Environmental 1801As ant Actions Skill Deyelopment Modul,
Champaign, II: Stipes Publishing Co., 1988.

lzaak Walton League of America, Inc. Proceedings of the
international Conference orl Dutcloor Ethics, Nov. 8-11, 1987.
From IWLA, 1401 Wilson Blvd., Level B, Arlington, VA 22209.
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Hargrove, Eugene C., ed. Beyond Spapesiiip Earth: Enviroprivntal
Ethics and the 5plar System. San Francisco, CA: , 1986.

Hargrove, Eugene C. aunatignasi_EnyjignmeniaLEthigs, New York,
NY: 1988.

Hargrove, Eugene C., ed. adzign_aagUaykonmentaiSdisise Athens, GA:

, 1986.

Hughes, J. Donald. American Indian Ecology. El Paso, TX: 1983.

Kellert, Stephen R. and Berry, Joyce K. A Bibliography of
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Knapp, Clifford E. Crgajtg Humane Climates Outdoors: A People
Skills Prirca, Charleston, W.VA: ERIC/CRESS, 1988.

Katz, Eric. "A Select Bibliography of Environmental Ethics, 1983-
1987", Research Philosophx_and_mackgx, 9 (1988).

Leiss, William. The Domination of Nature. Boston, MA: , 1972.

Leavitt, Emily. Animals and Thei Legal Rights,, Washington, DC:
1978.

Leopold, Aldo. A Sand_County Almanac. New York, NY: Ballantine
Books, 1966.

Lovelock, James. The_Ages of Gala: A Biggraphy of Our Living Earths New
York, NY: W.W. Norton, 1988.

Magel, Charles R. A Bibl[ography of Animal Rights and Related
Matters. Lanham, MD: , 1981.

Marae, K. "An Environmental Ethic for Outdoor Educators: Dilemma and
Resolution". Australian Journal of Enviropmptal
Education. 1 (1985) pp. 2-7.
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Meine, Curt. Aldo Leopold: His Life and Wo*. Madison, WI:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1988.

Merchant, Carolyn. The Qeath of Nature: Women. Ecology and the
Scientific Revolution, San Francisco, CA: 1980.

Midgley, Mary. Animals and Why They Matter. Athens, GA:_, 1984.

Morris, Richard K. and Fox, Michael W., eds. On The Fiftk Day:
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Regan, Tom. All That Dwe II Within: Animal Rights and
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Environmental ethics. Philadelphia, PA: , 1984.
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University of California Press, 1983.
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ethics. Buffalo, NY: 1986.

Sapontzis, Steve F. Morals. Reason and Animals, Philadelphia, PA:
, 1987.

Savesky, Kathleen and Ma 'came, Vanessa, eds. People and
Animals: A Humana Educaliop Curriculum Dujde, East
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Humane Education, 1981.
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Environment. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1983.
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Taylor, Paul W. Respect for Nature: A Theory of Eavirqpmental
Ethics. Princeton, NJ: 1986.

Tobias, Michael, ed. Deeo_Ecology. San Diego, CA: 1985.

VanDeVeer, Donald and Pierce, Christine, eds. People. Penguins and
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