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Abstract

The relationship between humans and nature is a permanent and vi-
tal topic in the human history of thoughts and culture, no lack of moral
thinking about it. But it is the western trends of thoughts in environmen-
tal ethics, which appeared in 1970’s directly resulting from the actual
environmental and ecological crisis, thal definitely maintains the moral
standing of nature and the moral relationship between humans and na-
ture. Different schools of the western environmental ethics discuss the
moral standing of nature and the moral relationship between humans and
nature from different points of view, and the American environmental
ethicist Holmes Rolston [, as the founder of environmental ethics,
claims that nature possesses intrinsic value and it is our moral duty to re-
spect the intrinsic value of nature. In order to initiate the ecological ori-
entation for ethics, Rolston philosophically attempts to establish a kind
of dialectical environmental ethics of complementarity which ought to
bridge nature and culiure, natural value and human virtue, and the
natural world and the human world.

In the context of the western ethical thoughts’ complete develop-
ment, Rolston’s environmental ethics has a moral extension toward eco-
system, makes the value theory and the moral view have a ecological/
environmental turning, has an ethical integration of nature and culture
and of natural value and human virtue, and criticizes the western  mo-

dernity’ morality and the unjust modern capitalist social structure by
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ethical self-reflection.

On the basis of ecological theory and in the light of human moral
essentials and existences, Rolston demonstrates the legitimacy and ne-
cessity of the environmental ethical extension. That nature, being we
humans’ material, life and spiritual sources, becomes moral patient in-
dicates that the extension of moral others is so extensive that environmen-
tal ethics is the most altruistic, comprehensive, inclusive and vital eco-
logical ethics, which includes individual interests when cares for the
non-human beings’ and ecosystem’s existing goal and holistic interests.
In view of the reverse structure of the modern western moral conscious-
ness, Rolston’s environmental ethics insists that the appropriate unit for
moral concern is the fundamental unit of survival and emphasizes that
our outlook on nature and the world ought to be prior to our moral view.
Rolston attempts to lay the ontological foundation for and infuse the eco-
logical intension into human moral view.

Rolston believes that environmental ethics is a sign of the turning of
the western ethics, whose typical concepts are inirinsic value and ho-
lism. By recognizing the intrinsic measure and the intrinsic value of na-
ture, Rolston’s environmental ethics accomplishes the non-anthropocen-
tric conversion of value-paradigm from subjective instrumental value the-
ory to objective inirinsic value theory; and by recognizing that the
ecosystem’s sysiemic value is superior to the individual intrinsic value
and instrumental value and that the human collective environmental in-
terests dominates the individual interests, Rolston’s environmental ethics
completes the environmental holistic turning. The objective intrinsic val-
ue theory does not deny the human subjective value, and the environ-
mental holism does not either exclude but include the human interests

and individual interests. So, Rolston’s environmental ethical turning lets
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human ethics be endowed with more ecological intension by emphasizing
the relativity and holism of morality.

After the above discussion, Rolston performs the concrete theoreti-
cal establishment through ethical integration. First of all, he demon-
sirates the dialectical and complementary ecological relationship between
nature and culture, that is, their respective independent status and na-
ture including culture. And then he proposes that the human environ-
mental virtue results from respecting the intrinsic value of nature in envi-
ronmental ethics. So, environmental ethics ought to be the combination
of value ethic and virtue ethic and of teleology and deontology, that is,
of naturalistic principles and humanistic ones in the environmental ethi-
cal practice. The goal of ethical integration is to establish a cosmic-natu-
ral context for humans’ moral essentials and existences and to promote
human morality becoming more mature and full in the ontological sense,
which is also the ecological intension of human ethic.

Ethical self-reflection is to see if the western ‘ modernity’ morality
will be helpful to the theoretical formation of environmental ethics. Rol-
ston thinks that there exists individualistic illiberality, anthropocentric
bigotry, materialistic vulgarity and value-blind-spot on the relationship
between humans and nature in the western ‘ modernity’ morality having
been formed since the European Enlightenment. The western ¢ modemni-
ty’ morality materializes and dissimilates we humans ourselves and the
relationship between humans and nature as well as nature. We could say
that the western ‘ modernity’ moral view is seriously inconsistent with
the idea of environmental ethic and that the modemn capitalist social
structure, on the basis of individualism, institutionally strengthens our
moral ignorance of nature. So, Rolston believes that environmental eth-

ics can not be established on the foundation of the dualist subjective met-
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aphysics and the individualistic moral view, and hopes to seek ontologi-
cal reason and ecological orientation for ethic from the eastern culture
that emphasizes a complementary, harmonious and symbiotic relation-
ship between humans and nature. Meanwhile, the capitalism and indus-
trial civilization, on the basis of individualism, have primarily invited
the global ecological crisis, which cannot be ultimately resolved under
capitalism and industrial civilization. And so, the socialist ecological
civilization cannot but be the historical choice.

Besides the moral concern for ecosystem, there are at least three
important implications about the ecological orientation for ethics. The
first one is the ecological orientation for our habitats. We humans not on-
ly live in cultural context but also natural context. Though we humans
are independent cultural beings, we can not regard ourselves as being
‘exodus’ from nature. The second one is the ecological orientation for
morality that is our essentials and existences. Living in the natural and
cultural contexts, we humans must hold to altruism, relativity and ho-
lism of ethic, hold in the selfishness of individual ego and human ego,
and insists on the logical priority of the interests of community, which
include individual interests into holistic interests. The existing of com-
munity is prior to that of oneself, not vice versa. The third one is that
morality must work on humans’ two living fields ( natural and cultural) ,
and environmental ethic in company with traditional human ethic finishes
the integral ethics. Rolston initiates the ecological orientation for ethics
by emphasizing altruism, relativity and holism of oneself who lives in
the natural and cultural contexts from the cosmic-natural point of view,
and hopes we humans could get along with nature harmoniously, which
is the theoretical contribution and actual significance of Rolston’s envi-

ronmental ethics. The ecological orientation for ethics demonstrates not
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only the moral consciousness of the relationship between humans and na-
ture but also the advancement of human ethical culture, which has uni-
versal and profound philosophical and social significance.

Keywords: Environmental Ethics; Morality; Ecological Orienta-

tion; Intrinsic Value; Systemic Value; Holism; Ecological Civilization
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Foreword

I have spent my life in an extended quarrel with the worldview I in-
herited. Socrates said; “The unexamined life is not worth living. ” 1
found out; “Life in an unexamined world is not worth living either. ” 1
loved natural science, but most of the scientists who taught me thought
that nature was value-free, only a resource for human use. I loved phi-
losophy of science, but the philosophers said that philosophy of nature
was too romantic and naive. So I had to fight both science and philoso-
phy to love nature. Or perhaps a better way to think of it is that I had to
engage in dialectic with science and with philosophy, with the Enlight-
enment worldview, inherited from both Greek philosophy and Christian
religion, that humans can and ought to have dominion over nature. Per-
haps a still better way to think of this is that I wanted a dialectic about
the appropriate human dominion over and caring for nature.

My whole Western heritage seemed to agree that humans were the
center of value on Earth. But when I looked at both modern science and
my Western heritage more closely, I found that, indeed humans were
the dominant species on Earth, but that they had responsibilities of ca-
ring for a garden Earth, a good creation. Scientists could agree because
they had discovered a wealth of biodiversity, our inheritance from a long
evolutionary natural history. I found instrumental, intrinsic, and sys-
temic value in the world around me.

I've been lucky that my own personal agenda, figuring nature out,



