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Unit on Environmental Ethics for PHI 2604—The Earth Charter 

Readings: 

Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic” 

Baxter, “A „Good‟ Environment: Just One of the Set of Human Objectives” 

Newman, “Values Reflection and the Earth Charter: The ability to critique the values of an unsustainable 

society and consider alternatives” 

“The Earth Charter: A declaration of fundamental principles for building a just, sustainable, and peaceful global 

society in the 21
st
 century”  

Rationale: 

Students will work with the Earth Charter to understand: (1) different perspectives on environmental ethics and 

sustainability; (2) the connections of sustainability, social and economic justice, and governments; and (3) that 

anthropocentric environmental ethics ultimately rely on shifting the definition of community to include all 

elements of the earth, not just humans. 

Summary: 

Lecture/discussion of environmental ethical perspectives 

 Aldo Leopold argued that the “ethical sequence” of theoretical ethics needed to evolve from a focus 

exclusively on human beings and society to human beings and THE LAND (soil, water, plants, animals, 

etc.).  He argues that we ought to expand the boundaries of our “community concept” to include all 

members of the land as well, and that every member of the community be guaranteed and protected in 

the right to continued existence in a natural state.  Essentially, he argued for conservation, a state of 

harmony between humans and the land, where we co-exist with nature rather than rule or dominate over 

nature.  He was adamant about human beings understanding their place within the land pyramid and 

how man-made changes to the land negatively impact all members of the community (including human 

beings).  The land is intrinsically valuable, just as human beings are, and therefore, we ought to act as 

stewards on its behalf.   

 

 William Baxter, on the other hand, argued that the land is not intrinsically valuable, but only 

instrumentally: we ought to protect the environment because human beings need it to survive.  He 

explicitly states that he is not concerned with penguins, marshes, soil, etc. for their own sakes.  His 

anthropocentric view places human beings at the center of the ethic.  His reasons for this approach 

include: (1) it is commonsensical- this is how we already tend to think and act, (2) the view does not 

present massive destruction of the environment because we need it to survive and make life enjoyable, 

(3) what is good for humans is good for nature, and (4) optimal levels of pollution are fine as long as 

humans continue to benefit from them.   



“Seek and Find” the two perspectives in the Earth Charter 

Working in groups, students will be asked to find elements of both philosophical perspectives in the four 

sections of the Earth Charter.  First, I will require each group to select at least five principles that reflect the 

values of Leopold‟s theory, which is more clearly reflected in each section of the document.  I will require each 

group to write a paragraph explaining the connection for each selected principle. 

Next, I will ask the groups to do the same with Baxter‟s view.  This will likely be met with resistance since his 

view seems opposite of many of the Earth Charter ideals.  However, Baxter‟s anthropocentric view can also 

mesh with the Earth Charter- especially Sections III and IV- Social and Economic Justice and Democracy, 

Nonviolence, and Peace- since these sections appear to be “human-centered” or focused.  My hope is that it will 

evolve into a discussion about how even the seemingly “human centered” sections also heavily rely on the 

imperative that humans exist within the natural world, not rule over it, which circles back to Leopold‟s central 

claim.   

Assessment: 

In addition to the writing assignments from the activity, I would include an essay exam question on the final 

exam requiring students to explain both perspectives, key points of the Earth Charter, and the connections.   

I would dedicate at least three 50 minute classes to this unit, maybe more depending on the depth of discussion.   


