Environment & Society Portal

Multimedia Library Collection: Environmental Values (journal)

"Sustainability, Human Welfare and Ecosystem Health”

Norton, Bryan

Norton, Bryan. “Sustainability, Human Welfare and Ecosystem Health.” Environmental Values 1, no. 2, (1992):
97-111. d0i:10.3197/096327192776680133 .

Two types of sustainability definitions are contrasted. ‘Social scientific’ definitions, such as that of
the Brundtland Commission, treat sustainability as a relationship between present and future
welfare of persons. These definitions differ from ‘ecological’ ones which explicitly require
protection of ecological processes as a condition on sustainability. ‘Scientific contextualism’ does
not follow mainstream economists in their efforts to express all effects as interchangeable units of
individual welfare; it rather strives to express sensitivity to different types and scales of impacts that
present activities can exert on the future. We can therefore express the moral obligation to act
sustainably as an obligation to protect the natural processes that form the context of human life
and culture, emphasizing those large biotic and abiotic systems essential to human life, health, and
flourishing culture. Ecosystems, which are understood as dynamic, self-organizing systems humans
have evolved within, must remain ‘healthy’ if humans are to thrive. The ecological approach to
sustainability therefore sets the protection of dynamic, creative systems in nature as its primary

goal.
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