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Abstract

Holmes Rolston [l is the representative figure in the field of envi-
ronmental ethics, whose thoughts have influenced academia at home and
abroad greatly. He is widely recognized as the father of environmental
ethics for his interpretation on environmental ethics from a metaphysical
perspective. Due to his important influence in academic field, the present
dissertation focuses on the history of his thought’s evolution, clarifying
the theoretical origin, explicating his theoretical system, in order to iden-
tify his significant status in environmental ethics.

The paper examines the theoretical background of the emergence of
Rolston’s thoughts. Evolutionism and ecology offer the scientific back-
ground. Cultural consciousness of romanticism and environmental con-
sciousness in religion are the cultural tradition. The negative to anthro-
pocentrism in the early of modern western philosophy, western organic
theoretical view of nature, and applied transform of western ethics are
the philosophical basis.

The paper generalizes Rolston’s thoughts through collecting and ar-
ranging Rolston’s life and compositions, and probes the stage characteris-
tic of his thoughts’ evolution.

Through the early of 1980 s, Rolston demonstrated the rationality
of ecological ethics by experiencing nature and begins his ecological phi-
losophy through conversion from scientific sense into moral sense.

From the 1980’s to the middle of the 1990°s, Rolston founded his
theoretical core — Natural Values Theory. To start with traditional axi-
ology, he demonstrated the objective value of everything’ s attributes.

— 1 —



Creation is the most character of value. Ecosystem has external intrinsic
values. Besides intrinsic and instrumental values, Rolston brought for-
ward “systemic values” in the creative ecosystem, and those values
formed a pyramid. Based on this, Rolston established an axiological mod-
el with humanistic sequence and naturalistic sequence together.

From the middle of the 1990 s to present, Rolston has questioned
the origin of value against social biology which reduces cultural phenome-
na to biological phenomena. Revolving around values created and trans-
mitted in both natural history and human cultural history, he relates cul-
tural genesis to natural genesis. By working first through natural history,
and then through cultural history, particularly through science, ethics,
and religion those three domains for generating, conserving, and dis-
tributing values, Rolston explores natural values’ origins and demon-
strates the objectivity of values.

Rolston elucidates human beings’ basic attitudes and obligations to
nature from a philosophical perspective, but also applies ecological philo-
sophical theory to policy choices, businesses, and people, discusses the
concrete approaches joining ecological philosophy and real life.

In western environmental ethical history, Rolston inherits Leopold’s
Land Ethics, extending Leopold’s thoughts about nature to a whole the-
oretical system. Rolston’ s ecological philosophy avoids conflicts of an-
thropocentrism. animal liberation / right theory, biocentrism etc. In-
stead they reinforce each other and develop together. Rolston’s ecological
philosophy embodies eco-holism.

Rolston’s ecological philosophy expresses a new philosophical
paradigm. It breaks with the traditional ideas separating reality [rom val-
ue, educes moral [rom value, and combines moral philosophy and natural
philosophy. He establishes the notion of systemic values, breaks the value
subjective/objective dichotomy, and founds an eco-holistic worldview.
He applies ecological philosophy to practice, offering theoretical support

for sustainable development.
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