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From my perspective as an environmental philosopher, sustainability should be about sustaining those (non-human) ecological systems and processes that sustain us, as well as all other life on earth. “Sustaining” I would explicate as “NOURISH” or “SUPPORT”, contributing to the other’s resilience and flourishing. 
 So sustainability is about mutual nourishment, or “mutual life-giving” between humans and nature  (a partnership ethic). Other concepts of sustainability, such as the oft-cited “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”, are derivable from this more basic concept. If we sustain these sustaining systems and processes, they will continue to support us to meet (reasonable) needs in the present and will be available for the future.  As the saying goes “If you look after the country, the country will look after you.” 

Many reports have shown that these foundational enabling systems are in decline.
 Our failure of sustainability raises many questions for the eco-humanities discipline area. A key element of sustainability is the cultural recognition of nature (both in the sense of acknowledging and understanding and also in the sense of making provision for) as supporting our lives. We need to understand why the dominant culture has been unable to see the importance of this support. The philosophical research program here involves investigating and challenging conceptual frameworks and systems that disappear the crucial support provided by natural systems and foster the illusion that our lives are self-enclosed and self-supporting. Further questions include: how should we recognise and represent the ‘environmental services’ these systems provide for us? Why and how do societies evolve conceptual structures, such as those ‘forgetting’ essential services,  that have negative survival value?  

SERVICES: As the environmental systems that sustain our lives decline around us, a key cultural question for survival must be how to recognise, represent, and value the health and services these systems, collectively designated ‘nature’, provide for us. There is an important argument to be had here about how all these concepts, especially that of environmental support or services, should be interpreted. I would argue that genuinely sustainable relationships with so-called “service-providers” cannot be systems that allocate merely minimum resources for providers’ well-being or survival. This rules out instrumental, servant or slave-like relations as well as competitive market relations, to name a few of those that define rationality so as to encourage cost-cutting at the provider’s expense. What is ultimately required is a dialogical view of agency that admits the non-human as co-creator of the world., not a passive resource to  be mastered.

 An ecological rationality must be one where ecological providers are, at a minimum, reliably sustained and strengthened, and not subject to the forms of minimisation, denial and forgetting of creativity, agency and contributions characteristic of hegemonic relationships and monological rationality. Monological relationships are thus ecologically irrational, because they lead to distorting, hegemonic forms of recognition of agency that eventually weaken the provider. That requirements of sustainability rule out monological slave-like relationships  and select for relationships of  mutual adaptation  and dialogue between mutually recognising  and  supporting agents was argued in Plumwood 2002. To counter reductionism, denial and backgrounding of nature, recognition of earth others must inform culture and permeate economic life, but is not to be reduced to perfunctory market mechanisms like environmental pricing. 

INVISIBILITY: But first we have to understand the complex forces of consciousness behind invisibility.  The question of how we recognise or fail to recognise our support systems is a question with very big implications for environmental accounting, among other things, but it is much bigger than that, for it also raises further problems that are especially appropriate for ecohumanities analysis – how and why is it that we have been unable to recognise the  services and agency of the natural systems that support us? An account of how and why certain forms of human agency are disappeared or suppressed may be able to cast some light on the questions of how and why nature’s agency is suppressed.
 An associated critical challenge is to understand the conceptual frameworks and systems that disappear the crucial support provided by natural systems and prevent us from seeing nature as a field of agency.  To build an ecological consciousness, we do not need to roll these multiple agencies into a single one, perhaps humanised as Gaia or Goddess.  But we do need to reject systems of thought that confine agency to human actors or to a human-like consciousness, and refuse to acknowledge the contribution and collaboration of nonhuman systems, whether organised into a single system or into multiple interacting systems and actors. It is eminently rational, in our present circumstances, to follow critical mythologies and methodologies that foreground non-human creativity, both in our immediate lives and more generally in the universe. 

Human-centredness is a complex syndrome which includes the reduction of non-humans to their usefulness to humans, or instrumentalism. Many have claimed that this is the only prudent, rational or possible course. I argue contrary to this that human-centredness is not in the interests of either humans or non-humans, that it is even dangerous and irrational. 
 My argument is that one of its results is a failure to understand our embeddedness in and dependency on nature, that it distorts our perceptions and enframings in ways that make us insensitive to limits, dependencies and interconnections of a non-human kind.  When we hyper-separate ourselves from nature and reduce it conceptually, we not only lose the ability to empathise,  (and to see the nonhuman sphere in ethical terms,) but also get a false sense of our own character and location that includes an illusory sense of agency and autonomy.  So human-centred conceptual frameworks are a direct hazard to non-humans, but are also an indirect prudential hazard to Self, to humans. Especially in a situation where we press limits. 

This is one of many places where insights drawn from feminist theory can be helpful. Male-centredness (a good parallel in some ways to human-centredness) can be damaging to men as well as to women. It makes men insensitive to dependencies and interconnections, as well as devaluing women. It has to be tackled from both sides, by changing men and changing women, changing individuals and changing institutions. Human-centredness is similarly double-sided, and we have to see its denial of our own embodiment, animality and inclusion in the natural order as  the other side of our distancing from and devaluation of that order. The resulting delusions of being ecologically invulnerable, beyond animality and ‘outside nature’ leads to the failure to understand our ecological identities and dependencies on nature. This is a failure that lies behind many environmental catastrophes, both human and non-human. 

The refusal to recognise the way nonhumans  contribute to or support our lives encourages us to starve them of resources. It  also has justice aspects because we refuse to give other species  their share of the earth , and it has ethical aspects because we fail them in care, consideration and attention. This means that our human-centred ethical failures and our prudential failures are closely and interactively linked. 

So a deep analysis can have much to say to human sustainability. Some of the deep aspects come from the need to see ourselves as more limited beings, constrained by the ecological needs of the larger biospheric community.  There are definitely many deep aspects to  energy and climate issues, although we don’t hear much about  them. 

� In accordance with both sense 1 and 2 of the OED, “keep from falling” and “keep from failing”, “give strength to’, “keep going”. 


� Especially Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Synthesis Report. W.V. Reid et. al., Island Press, Washington, 2005. The Report speaks variously of ecosystems, ecosystem services, nature services, and nature, with mounting levels of generality. 
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� Our shift in framework enables us to see that human-centredness can have severe costs for humans as well as nonhumans. Under the old criterion of depth, in which consideration of costs to humans is inevitably ‘shallow’, it is not possible to consistently raise the question of how far human-centredness is a disadvantage to humans themselves.
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