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Living from the world

We live from the world: we mine its resources; cultivate and harvest its fruits; shape the
contours of the land for human habitation, roads, minerals and agriculture; dredge rivers for transport.
And all these activities are subject to the action of the natural world: flood, drought, hurricane,
earthquake and landslide can be a source of ruined endeavour and human sorrow. Human life, health
and economic productivity are dependent upon the natural and cultivated ecological systems in which
we live — on their capacity to assimilate the wastes of economic activity and to provide its raw materials.
The damage that economic activity does to these capacities, accordingly, is a major source of increased
environmental concern. The effects of pollution directly on the health and life chances of citizens and
on the productivity of agriculture, forests, and fisheries, the depletion of natural resources — of fishery
stocks, mineral reserves and drinkable water — have all served to highlight the environmental problem
in an immediate way both to the general citizenry and to policy makers. At the same time there is
growing evidence of global risks to the ecological systems upon which human life depends, such as
the depletion of the ozone layer and accelerating rate of climate change — including the threat of global
warming. For many people at present these may have little immediate impact — and that mostly
localised — but this could soon change. Their implications for human welfare more generally are subject
to scientific uncertainty, though here again there is a growing consensus that the effects are unlikely to
be benign. '

Living in the world

We live in the world. The environment is not just a physical precondition for human life and
productive activity, it is where humans (and other species) lead their lives. Environments matter to us
for social, aesthetic and cultural reasons. Some of this dimension often comes under the heading of
‘recreation value’ in economic texts, and for some part of the role that the environment plays in human
life the term is a quite proper one: it catches the way in which forests, beaches, mountains and rivers
are places in which social and individual recreational activities — of walking, fishing, climbing,
swimming, of family picnics and play — take place. With some stretching of the term, elements of the
aesthetic appreciation of landscape might also come under the heading of ‘recreation’. Concerns about
quality of bathing water, the loss of recreational fish stocks, and the visual impact of quarries or open-
cast mines, in part reflect this value. However, the term ‘recreation’ can be misleading in the sense that
it suggests a view of the natural environment as merely a playground or spectacle, which might have
substitutes in a local gym, or art gallery, whereas the places in question might have a different and
more central part in the social identities of individuals and communities. Particular places matter to
both individuals and communities in virtue of embodying their history and cultural identities. The loss
of aesthetically and culturally significant landscapes or the despoliation of particular areas matters in
virtue of this fact. Thus, for example, the public significance attached to the damage to forests and
lakes in Scandinavia and Germany reflects their cultural as much as their economic importance. This
social and cultural dimension also has a more local aspect, for example in the importance that local
communities place on the ‘ordinary’ places in or near which they live — a pond or copse of woods —
places that from the economic or biological point of view have limited significance. The cultural
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dimension is also realized in issues concerning the quality of the urban environment: in the kinds of
social life that different urban environments make possible, the effects of the car not only on the quiet

of the city, but also on the capacity of individuals to meet in public spaces: in the heritage the built

environment embodies and the sources of cultural identity it provides, and hence concern with the

effects of pollution and urban development on that environment.

Living with the world

We live with the world: the physical and natural worlds have histories that stretch out before
humans emerged and have futures that will continue beyond the disappearance of the human species.
Correspondingly a source of growth in environmental concern manifest in the nature conservation
movement has been the steady accumulation of data provided by the life sciences. The loss of
biodiversity, the disappearance of particular habitats and the extinction, local and global, of particular
species of flora and fauna have all become increasingly central to public debate and policy making.
While these issues sometimes have an economic dimension — for example, it may be that there are
herbs and medicines that will be lost, or resources that will disappear, and a cultural and aesthetic
dimension (the loss of significant forests in Germany had both) — the concern for the environment is
not reducible to these. A good part of people’s concern is not about the conservation of natural
resources or about cultural significance, as such, but about the natural world as a direct object of
value, often quite independent of any use it might have for individuals. This concern has been
voiced by philosophers in terms of the ‘intrinsic value’ of nature and by economists in terms of
its ‘existence value’. What it does signal is the direct response of many to the needless destruction of
the non-human environment. '

(48 : Used with permission of Taylor & Francis Informa UK Ltd - Books, from
Environmental Values by O ‘Neill John, Holland Alan,Light Andrew, 2008, permission
conveyed through Copyright Clearance Center, Inc. 5| HiZH7D—HBEEM LT, )
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