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Abstract		
The idea of writing this essay begun as an attempt to enter into the current discussion about 

the theory and ethics of sustainability. The essay aims to compare the meaning of 

sustainability with two ethical theories that are currently used in developmental and 

environmental issues, namely the theories of Martha Nussbaum and Peter Singer, and see how 

coherent these theories are with the concept of sustainability. In order to achieve the essays 

aims, the study will have to discuss first issues regarding the ‘meaning of sustainability’ and 

discuss the challenges in its conceptualisation to finally outline a reasonable framework 

meaning for sustainability. The paper contributes in this way in forming consistency between 

what the conceptualisation of sustainability represents and how ethical systems could be more 

coherent with these conceptualisation efforts. This essay aims to answer how deontological 

and utilitarian perspectives provide guidance regarding sustainability and if these perspectives 

are coherent with sustainability as a concept. The essay understands coherence as ideas or 

structures that are logically compatible and that logically support each other. 

This study concludes that there is a possibility to delineate a coherent meaning for 

sustainability as a two-level meaning structure; one formal meaning where we found the 

principle of sustainability and without which, we would not be talking about sustainability 

and a second level, called the substantive meaning, where four main ethical relations arise, 

and where obligations and responsibilities appear. The study also concludes that there are 

certainly fundamental moral ideals and moral ideas embedded in sustainability that have the 

potential to be agreed upon in a global consensus. The formal meaning of continuance 

(sustainability moral ideal) gives in turn some fundamental moral ideas (normative relations) 

at a second level of definition. 

Additionally, the study shows that it is not self-evident which ethical model is more or less 

coherent with sustainability but the results indicate that a strong, coherent and egalitarian idea 

about the value of life, whether as flourished and functional as opportunities and interests, on 

which many of today's ethical systems are based on, can help an ethical system to be more 

coherent with the meaning of sustainability. 
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1 INTRODUCTION	

1.1 Sustainability as ethics 

This is an essay on the field of sustainability ethics, oriented towards the study of coherence 

between what sustainability means and its relation to mainstream ethical systems, those of 

Martha Nussbaum’s Capabilities Approach and Peter Singer’s Consequentialism. 

The paper contributes in forming consistency between what the conceptualisation of 

sustainability represents and how ethical systems could be more coherent with these 

conceptualisation efforts. It is claimed that existent normative theories provide only modest 

guidance regarding sustainability. This essay aims to answer how deontological and utilitarian 

perspectives provide guidance regarding sustainability if any, and if these perspectives have 

consistency and are coherent with sustainability as a concept. The essay understands 

coherence as ideas or structures that are logically compatible and support each other. 

The essay also makes a contribution in seeing how ethical system can respond and help when 

sustainable dilemmas1 are in place. Ethics can help with meaningful and well-grounded 

justificatory foundations in difficult issues as “Ethics is often about dilemma situations in 

which individuals, groups or whole societies are in need of orientation and a structured 

decision-making process, when weighing alternatives or options in order to identify a feasible 

course of action”2.  

In order to achieve the essay’s aims, the study will first have to discuss issues regarding the 

‘meaning of sustainability’ and discuss the challenges in its conceptualisation. To see how 

normative ethical theories are coherent regarding this meaning, the essay needs first to 

delineate a reasonable interpretation of what the meaning of sustainability is, and construct an 

analytical framework that can be used to find coherence between the meaning of 

sustainability and the ethical models that this study has chosen.  The reader will see that even 

concepts such as ‘sustainability’ are currently being used broadly in both individual and social 

																																								 																					
1 Oermann and Weinert describe an ethical dilemma as follows: “A “dilemma” differs semantically from a “problem” in that 
a dilemma does not involve a decision between two or more alternatives that might be able to completely solve what was 
initially a complex problem. It involves the weighing of more or less desirable options. A problem, on the other hand, might 
have an optimal solution. Ethics is often about dilemma situations in which individuals, groups or whole societies are in need 
of orientation and a structured decision-making process when weighing alternatives or options in order to identify a feasible 
course of action”. In Oermann N.O, Weinert A.: “Sustainability Ethics”. H. Heinrichs et al. (eds.), Sustainability Science, 
Springer Science+Business Media, Dordrecht. p 2016 p 176. 
2 Oermann NO, Weinert A: Sustainability Ethics. An Introduction, p 176.	
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decision-making, but as this essay will also show, they are still rather vague concepts and 

sometimes have nothing in common with the true meaning of sustainability. Therefore, one 

ambition of this thesis is to explicate the meaning of sustainability, as it will serve for the 

overall functionality of the research.  

As such, this essay will first review theoretical issues underlying different perspectives on the 

concept of sustainability and then offer an integrated and justified sustainability analytical 

framework. These findings will be consolidated utilising academic sources and literature 

review, to shed theoretical insights into the foundation of sustainability as a concept. Further, 

the essay will analyse whether the underlying arguments in the ethical systems of Martha 

Nussbaum and Peter Singer hold and are coherent; and in a structured fashion if their ideas 

are consistent and compatible with the essay’s criteria for sustainability. The essay will also 

discuss how these different ethical viewpoints have different takes on our meaning of 

sustainability.  

This essay takes the initial position that the concept of sustainability has an inherent 

normativity that has the potential to guide actions and decision-making. The study then 

follows the ideas that philosophers like Nils Oermann and Annika Weinert write about when 

describing the relationship between ethics and the concept of sustainability. They say, “If 

sustainability is understood as a “collective goal modern societies have committed themselves 

to” (Christen 2011, p. 34), then these societies can be seen to have a duty to act sustainably… 

in such a duty-based ethics, the principle of sustainability seems to be an ethical 

principle…”3. The essay also follows the ideas of philosopher Christian U. Becker and Lisa 

H. Newton, who have studied the ethics of ‘sustainability’ as a concept, and discusses the 

underlying ethical, ontological and epistemological assumptions that lay behind it. 

Sustainability for them has an inherent ethical dimension and denotes a fundamental ethical 

issue. According to them, this ethical dimension of sustainability, which is often neglected or 

misunderstood, is crucial to the meaning of the modern concept of sustainability, and needs to 

be adequately identified and considered in public and academic discussions.4 5  

With regards to the challenges of delineating a meaning for sustainability, Oerman and 

Weinert explain this as follows: “What makes the term “sustainability” problematic – not in 

spite of, but because of its widespread use – is that it leads a “double life” (Grober 2010, p. 
																																								 																					
3 Oermann NO, Weinert A: Sustainability Ethics. An Introduction, pp 175-177. 
4 Becker, Christian U: Sustainability ethics and sustainability research. Springer, London 2012, pp 5-20. 
5 Newton, Lisa H.: Ethics and Sustainability. Sustainable Development and the Moral Life. In Basic Ethics, Michael Boylan 
(ed.). Prentice-Hall Inc. New Jersey 2003, pp 1-12.  



	 8	

17). In everyday use it means something is “lasting”, while in academia or politics it is a 

technical term. All too often and in a variety of contexts, there are references to the societal or 

economic relevance of sustainability, but what is often missing is a sufficiently clear or 

consistent understanding of what “sustainable” means. The goal from a philosophical 

perspective should be to structure these fundamental ambiguities.”6  

The study follows environmentalist and philosopher Michael Jacobs who distinguishes 

sustainability as a contested concept. He writes regarding the concept of sustainability citing 

W. Gallie’s theory on ‘Essentially contested Concepts’: “Contestable concepts are complex 

and normative, and they have two levels of ‘meaning’. The first level is unitary but vague… 

At the first level contestable concepts are defined by a number of ‘core ideas’… The 

interesting feature of contestable concepts comes in the second level of meaning… Such 

questions reflect alternative conceptions of the concept: Different ways in which it can be 

understood. Sustainable development is a contestable concept of this kind.”7  

Given the problematic nature of the meaning of sustainability, as mentioned above, it seems 

important to clarify that by definition this study denotes two structures of significance as 

explained by Jacobs. In the first structure one should find core ideas, which we will call 

principles. This description is called the formal meaning. The formal meaning can be then 

operationalised through actions producing a substantial meaning, which is derivative from the 

formal meaning and can be expressed in various forms, depending on how one understands 

the world. This latter meaning will be called the substantial meaning throughout this essay. 

Subsequently, when referring only to meaning of sustainability, it must be understood as 

referring to formal and substantive meaning at the same time, unless it specifically refers to 

one of them in particular, or specifically to both of them. 

1.2 Purpose and research questions 

The essay aims to see how mainstream ethical systems relate to the meaning of sustainability. 

In order to explore these questions, the work of two prominent moral philosophers, Martha 

Nussbaum and Peter Singer, arguing from different ethical understandings, will serve as a 

platform for the analysis. The study wants to examine if Martha Nussbaum’s and Peter 

																																								 																					
6 Oermann NO, Weinert A: Sustainability Ethics. An Introduction, p 176. 
7 Jacobs, Michael: Sustainable Development as a Contested Concept. In Fairness and Futurity. Essays on Environmental 
Sustainability and Social Justice. (Andrew Dobson ed.), Oxford University Press, New York 1999, p 25. 
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Singer’s theories are coherent with the meaning of sustainability and by coherent the study 

means, which model is more logically compatible and in which model the ideas and the 

meaning of sustainability reciprocally support each other. Finally, the study aims to see how 

these ethical theories could be more coherent with the meaning of sustainability. 

Additionally, the essay is also interested in exploring tenable moral ideals and moral 

underpinnings within the meaning of sustainability. By moral ideals the essay understands 

internal values to be aimed at and to be pursued as morally important situated within the 

meaning of sustainability. By moral underpinnings the essay understands a set of ideas 

regarding morality, which justify or form the basis of sustainability. 

The essay has the following research questions: 

 •What is the formal and substantial meaning of sustainability? 

 •Which moral ideals can be found within this meaning? 

 •Are Peter Singer’s utilitarian views coherent with this meaning? 

 •Are Martha Nussbaum’s deontological views coherent with this meaning? 

 •In which way, if any, could Nussbaum’s and Singer’s theoretical models be 
 more coherent with the meaning of sustainability? 

1.3 Methodology and material 

As our task is first to attempt to delineate the formal and substantial meaning of a concept 

and, second, to obtain moral ideals from it, it is important to identify the methods that are best 

suited for this task. A philosophical approach is chosen because it gives tools to determine 

and clarify meaning and also, inter-subjectively, to attempt to find shared understanding of a 

concept. Moritz Schlick, trying to describe what the philosophical method is all about, tells 

the story of Plato’s Dialogues about the Socratic method. “In short, Socrates’ philosophy 

consists of what we may call ‘The Pursuit of Meaning’. He tried to clarify thought by 

analysing the meaning of our expressions and the real sense of our propositions”8.  

Schlick is a representative of the linguistic philosophy movement. He explains that when 

people make a statement or use words in a sentence, the enunciate stands for a proposition 

and one can only know the meaning of a proposition when we are able to exactly describe the 

circumstances, which would make it true or false, by a logical clarification of the proposition. 

He then adds that in contrary of science, the philosophical method does not expect to find true 
																																								 																					
8 Schlick, Moritz: The Future of Philosophy. In The Linguistic Turn. Essays in Philosophical method. Richard Rorty (ed.), 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago1992, p 48. 
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or false propositions, “the pursuit of meaning consequently is nothing but a sort of mental 

activity”9 and concludes by citing Wittgenstein that, “the object of philosophy is the logical 

clarification of thoughts. Philosophy is not a theory but an activity. The result of philosophy is 

not a number of ‘philosophical propositions’ but to make propositions clear”10. 

Likewise, Carl-Henric Grenholm explains the search for meaning with references to 

semantics. He demonstrates that semantics is in a way a method of philosophical analysis of 

words and sentences in a common linguistic communication. Semantics also helps to explore 

how these meanings relate to phenomena in the world. For example, a concept can have 

several conceptions and the analytical part rests in answering the question of why and on what 

grounds a word has a certain use. Here the circumstances in which a concept is used are 

important, furthermore concepts can also be analysed logically by isolating their semantic 

function, being this analytical, synthetic, or practical.11  

When using semantics as tool for analysing the functional meanings of a concept, this study is 

able to maintain that the concept sustainability has correspondingly two levels of 

functionality. A formal meaning, with core principles and a substantial meaning, constructed 

as derivative from the formal meaning and built contextually. Moreover, the philosophical 

method enables us to argue for a formal and substantive meaning that can be agreed 

reasonably and inter-subjectively through logical argumentation. The meaning of ‘inter-

subjectively’ in this essay is that as our task is to determine and clarify meaning, and as an 

objective truth, meaning is not possible to achieve, a meaning that could be agreed upon 

between subjects with multiple viewpoints can make this essay’s findings and conclusions 

reasonable and valid. 

It remains to be explained how the meaning of sustainability will be delineated and how this 

essay will achieve a reasonable interpretation for that meaning. For this endeavour, the works 

of academics as CU Becker, Paul Burger and Christen Marius, Andrew Dobson, Michael 

Jacobs, Nicolas Low and Brendan Gleeson, David Harvey are going to be analysed and used 

as secondary sources for delineating the meaning of sustainability, as these academics have 

explored the concept of sustainability to some degree. Since each of these academics have 

arrived at their own interpretation, the idea of this essay is to try to pick up the points in 

																																								 																					
9 Schlick, M: The Future of Philosophy, p 52. 
10 Schlick, M: op. cit., p 52. 
11 Grenholm, Carl Henric: Att förstå religion. Metoder för teologisk forsknin. Studentlitteratur, Lund 2006, pp. 199-225.	
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which they coincide and to raise a discussion in which through a logical argumentation, a 

coherent interpretation of the meaning of sustainability can arise. 	

The study’s interpretation of meaning in sustainability will then be used to build an analytical 

framework that will be applied for the examination and comparison on Singer and Nussbaum 

theoretical positions. This means that the essay will also use some features of a comparative 

method when analysing these authors. This method, when used to compare two positions such 

as those of Nussbaum and Singer, is expected to help clarify the differences and similarities, 

as well as weaknesses and strengths of each approach. 

Singer is utilitarian, which holds that the right action is the one that has the best 

consequences. Actions in this movement are no intrinsically good or bad, but the result must 

relate directly to its consequences. For example, a measure for good can be welfare or 

wellbeing of all of those affected by your actions. “Classic utilitarianism is consequentialist as 

opposed to deontological because of what it denies. It denies that moral rightness depends 

directly on anything other than consequences, such as whether the agent promised in the past 

to do the act now.”12  Contrary to the notion of utility, Nussbaum (together with economist 

and philosopher Amartya Sen) has develop a theoretical framework named “the capabilities 

approach” (CA), which is “generally understood as a conceptual framework (that)… 

prioritizes certain (functions in)… peoples' beings and doings and their opportunities to 

realize those beings and doings such as their genuine opportunities to be educated, their 

ability to move around or to enjoy supportive social relationships)”13. The CA is most often 

discussed in relation to (neo) Aristotelian and contractual theories, but there are also voices 

that interpreted the CA more closely to (neo) Kantian theories since Nussbaum has come to 

link her theory more and more closely to Kantian concepts. Nussbaum has been interpreted as 

deontology when for example her reference to the concept of human dignity strengthens the 

links to the deontological tradition. Some scholars argue that Nussbaum’s theoretical 

normativity presupposes some idea of categorical obligations that can better be interpreted in 

a Kantian way rather than interpreted as Aristotelian.14 This study then understands CA as an 

ethical theory with deontological normativity, which starts from a contractual idea of justice 

and develops it with help of virtue ethics.  
																																								 																					
12 Sinnott-Armstrong, Walter, "Consequentialism", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy (Winter 2015 Edition), 
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2015/entries/consequentialism/>. (Accessed 2017-02-
25) 
13 Robeyns, Ingrid, The Capability Approach. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/capability-approach/>. (Accessed 2017-03-28) 
14 Claassen Rutger, Düwel Marcus: ”The Foundations of Capability Theory: Comparing Nussbaum and Gewirth”, in Ethical 
Theory and Moral Practice, Vo. 16, Issue 3, June 2015, pp 493–510.  
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For the analysis of how Singer and Nussbaum relate to the framed conceptualisation of 

sustainability, the study is going to use as primary sources two main works. Nussbaum’s 

‘Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership’15 and Singer’s ’Practical 

Ethics’16. Both works develop theories of justice that address actual global problems through 

practical ethics. Nussbaum includes specific chapters on the justice for all citizens of the 

world and nonhuman animals. Singer’s work is in its third edition, and he includes chapters 

on climate change, equality for animals, rich and poor and the environment. These issues, as 

the study will show later, are highly relevant for sustainability.  

1.4 Previous research 

There seems to be a great deal of research on sustainability and ethics in the German 

language, which the author of this study does not master17. Nevertheless, the study could 

share some of the ideas from the German philosophers named in the note above thanks to 

authors like Nils Ole Oermann and Annika Weinert, who have written a chapter about the 

relationship between ethics and the concept of sustainability referring in part to those German 

authors. Oermann and Weinert use different sustainability approaches (struggles or dilemmas) 

and then apply them to various philosophical as well as political discourses related to 

fundamental and applied ethics18.  

For them the idea of sustainability is based on a genuinely normative foundation and should 

be address as an ethical issue. They write, quoting Marius Christen, that sustainability is not a 

purely descriptive concept but instead aims at regulating the relationship between society and 

its natural surroundings that is, not only at describing how contemporary societies actually 

develop but also at formulating how societies ought to develop and can develop19.  

They think that in spite of the lack of consensus in sustainability discourse about possible 

forms of sustainability ethics, there is, however, agreement that such concept entails 

fundamental principles, as responsibility and justice, and that these principals are essential 

components of it. From there, their argumentation flows between descriptions about the core 

struggles of sustainability and the relation with ethical system that best answers to these 

																																								 																					
15 Nussbaum, Martha C: Frontiers of Justice: Disability, Nationality, Species Membership. Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge 2006. 
16 Singer, Peter: Practical Ethics. 3rd. ed. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 2016. 
17 Oerman and Weinert quote for example Marius Christen paper from 2011 named ’Nachhaltigkeit als ethische 
Herausforderung’ and also Dagmar Fenner article from 2008 ’Ethik: Wie soll ich handeln?’, among others.  
18	Oermann NO, Weinert A: Sustainability Ethics. An Introduction, pp 175-192.	
19 Oerman NO, Weinert A: op. cit,, p 176. 
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struggles. For example, they name a core struggle for intra- and intergenerational 

responsibility and justice. Such approaches, they think, are framed by the anthropocentric and 

Aristotelian question, “How should people live and what is today and tomorrow a ‘good 

life’20. They also explain these approaches with reference to Kant, as to whether there can be 

duties towards future generations and whether these could have universal validity. They try to 

answer these dilemmas also from a theological point of view mentioning the New Testament 

question: Who is my neighbour? They mean that the answer cannot only include the number 

of people that an individual actually knows at a given time, such as members of the family, 

friends or neighbours but also individuals over time21.  

They write about John Rawls in regards to the question of actions towards a just distribution 

between present and future generations. They explain that this question is ethically relevant 

not least because it is prior to the question about the good. The good can only be determined 

subject to what is just. And the problem of justice in turn refers not only to individual action 

but also to the social norming of rights and duties in the distribution of goods. They also write 

in regards to responsibilities to future generations that “In an intergenerational perspective, 

Rawls’s approach can be extended to the question how it is possible to not only fairly 

distribute goods among living persons and groups but also among different generations, that 

is, if we are to act justly how much we should concede future generations from what is 

currently available”22.  

Another academic research that has been an inducement for this study is CU Becker’s 

“Sustainability ethics and Sustainability Research”23. Ultimately, Becker attempts to clarify 

the concept of sustainability with an inclusive perspective, were all the fundamental issues, or 

relations as he refers to them, are considered. Becker points out that sustainability is an 

important and fruitful concept and has the potential to orient the individual, societies, global 

community, and academic research in their development and improvement. Nevertheless, he 

says, it requires the proper understanding of the meaning of sustainability and the 

characteristics of sustainability ethical issues, and the development of adequate ethical 

approaches for their analysis. He then develops a suitable ethics for his concept of 

sustainability, in terms of virtue ethics and ethics of care. He lists a series of basic 

environmental virtues as relational competences for the ‘sustainable person’. He adds an extra 

																																								 																					
20 Oermann NO, Weinert A: Sustainability Ethics. An Introduction, p 182. 
21 Oerman NO, Weinert A: op. cit, p 185. 
22 Oerman NO, Weinert A: op. cit, p 186. 
23 Becker, Christian U: Sustainability ethics and sustainability research. Springer, London 2012. 
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factor in the understanding of sustainability with what he calls ‘currently existing meta-

structures’ that according to him have a negative impact in a sustainable person: science, 

economy and technology. 

Becker is trying to build the ethical theory that suits better his interpretation of sustainability. 

This study is trying to delineate first meaning (all the dimension comprehended in 

sustainability) and then see how ethical systems relate to this meaning, so in a sense we may 

interpret Becker’s work as his interpretation on how virtue ethics and ethics of care are, in his 

view, more coherent with the relational aspect of sustainability, which he sees as a new 

ethical moral ideal as a new human being. He describes how the field of ethics and 

sustainability has developed in fragments, where for example the research is based only on 

environmental ethics, without the social component of sustainability or vice versa. He also 

points out researches solely based on sustainable development, leaving behind all ethical 

issues related with nature and animals. The same happens when research about sustainable 

development doesn’t take into consideration the issue of justice for	the future generations. In 

fact, when searching for relevant literature, much of the research has been done in these two 

fields, environmental ethics and sustainable development ethics, but only little on 

sustainability ethics as a whole. Becker argues for a comprehensive understanding of 

sustainability and a coherent ethics for this relational concept, and says, “that one crucial 

fundamental of sustainability ethics is the identity and self-understanding of the person as a 

relational, interdependent, and virtuous person in the context of the sustainability relations, 

i.e., as a sustainable person.”24  

Becker has not made the conscious attempt to see how utilitarianism and deontological views 

can meet his own conception of sustainability; he only describes how utilitarian and 

deontological views fall short. His approach is focused on the relational aspect and because of 

that he develops what he calls a “relational ethics” based on normativity from virtue ethics 

and ethics of care. On this matter, he even says: “Thus, although these established ethical 

theories may provide some insights for some aspects and limited cases of sustainability 

issues, it is not feasible to use them for an encompassing ethical analysis of the threefold 

embeddedness of human being in the sustainability relations. Utilitarianism and deontology 

are not appropriate to fully discuss the ethical dimension of the threefold relatedness of 

human being in an integrated way”25.  

																																								 																					
24 Becker, CU: Sustainability ethics and Sustainability research, p 67.	
25 Becker, CU: op. cit., p 24. 
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Here this study takes a stand from Becker’s approach to established ethical theories such as 

utilitarianism or deontology. Let’s say that this study comes to the same conclusion as 

Becker’s, regarding utilitarian and deontological views falling short for ‘sustainability’. This 

study just wants to know where they do or do not fit. In other words, after this study is done 

we would be able to know where specifically Singer and Nussbaum fell short and what could 

be proper field for improvement in their theories.  

Another author that works on the issues of the concept of sustainability and virtue ethics is 

Lisa H. Newton. She begins by explaining her understanding of the concept of sustainability 

and its ethical implications. In her attempt to find an ethic that is consistent with the idea of 

sustainability, she makes first a description of utilitarianism and deontology where she points 

out that, with regards of utilitarianism, there are several disadvantages in relation to 

sustainability. She names utilitarian notions such as “satisfaction of preferences” and explains 

that these are close related to economics. According to her, the idea of preferences is a weak 

one with regards to money issues or the marketplace; where usually poor people do not have a 

vote. Preferences are also weak when one think about people with addictions and also people 

that have difficulty in learning to prefer other things than they usually know.26 Newton 

mentions also some utilitarian’s, like Peter Singer, that make the extension of moral 

consideration to animals and she concludes that “a defence of animal rights will not take us 

into an environmental ethic of sustainability” as an ethics of sustainability is to extend the 

sphere of moral concern to an indefinitely (not infinitely) large community of living things27. 

Newton also makes a critique of Kant ideas (deontology) as she explains that to generalize a 

rule upon you are acting to all moral agents is neither possible nor realistic. Kant’s 

philosophy, she argues, is not oriented to the result of actions, but to the act itself. She 

explains that for Kant, it is rational that an act subject to moral description is one for which 

the agent can (and must) take responsibility and she adds that it has never been useful, or 

possible to hold animals responsible for their voluntary acts. She concludes, “the notion of 

moral agency seems to be restricted to human beings”28, making deontology not suitable for 

her notion of sustainability.   

She defends the thesis that environmental virtue ethics is the path to follow, making the 

argumentation that it is only virtue ethics that permits any worthwhile environmental ethic. 

																																								 																					
26 Newton, Lisa H: Ethics and Sustainability. Sustainable development and the moral life. Prantice-Hall, Inc., New Jersey, 
2003, p 15. 
27 Newton, L: Ethics and Sustainability, p 15-16. 
28 Newton, L: op. cit, p 19. 
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She writes: “Fidelity and community will emerge as central virtues, alongside the traditional 

wisdom, courage, temperance, and justice, as we attempt to demonstrate that the person who 

would live a caring life in community lives in contradiction if he or she lives in violation of 

environmental sustainability”29. 

The discussion about the ethical character in sustainability is also included in the compilation 

of article in social ethics “Sustainable development and global ethics”. Here the authors take 

the discussion about how to understand best the meaning of sustainable development, with its 

particular dimensions and interrelationships regarding good environment, economic justice, 

political democracy and international security. The book also takes in consideration the 

discussion about on what values and moral assumptions this concept is based. For example, in 

one of the articles, Desmond MacNeill presents the moral obligations raised by sustainability 

and argues that sustainability entails rights and obligations between rich and poor currently 

alive, between humans and other living things and between present and future generations. He 

also presents the issue of how these obligations may vary according to the moral distance 

involved, making ethical considerations difficult to achieve in reality. He attempts to give an 

answer, at least theoretically, through an extension of John Rawl’s theory of justice. He writes 

“to extend his concept of the ‘veil of ignorance’ to include not only persons currently alive, 

but also persons in future generations. Thus, one is ignorant not only of who the moral subject 

is, but also whether he or she is yet born”30. For MacNeill, Rawls ideas would be a good 

candidate for the moral challenges that sustainability presents.  

This study also found a compilation of several articles about the difficulties for Nussbaum’s 

Capability approach (CA) in relation to the actual discussions on the major problems for 

sustainability. For example, one research highlights the tension between the CA’s freedom 

orientation and the idea of sustainability that involves responsibility towards future 

generations and/or nature.31 The articles provided also some insights into the difficulties of 

conceiving sustainable development on the basis of the CA but they did not systematically 

attempt to find meaning of sustainability first, which this study is aspiring to do.  

Furthermore, the study also found a brief but notable research paper relevant for this study. 

Authors Burger and Christian have researched regarding the possibility of applying 

																																								 																					
29 Newton, L: Ethics and Sustainability, p 3. 
30	MacNeill, Desmond: ‘The Ethics of Sustainable Development’ in Sustainable Development and Global Ethics. Carls-
Henric Grenholm & Normunds Kamergrauzis (eds.). Uppsala Studies in Social Ethics 33, Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, 
Uppsala 2007, pp 23 -36.	
31 Lessmann O., Rauschmayer F (eds.): The capability approach and sustainability. Routledge, Oxon 2014, pp. 5-20. 
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Nussbaum’s CA to a broader conception of sustainability. They explain that research in 

sustainability have not paid much attention to the CA this far. Their paper argues for the CA’s 

possibilities for sustainability, even though they found that in some respects CA falls short of 

comprehending the whole conception of sustainability. They also sustain that the debate on 

the foundational aspects of sustainability within the scientific community is still in a 

premature state. Burger and Christian identify six adequacy conditions for the concept of 

sustainability and then they built a categorical framework for it using previous research on the 

field. They finally show how the CA is a promising candidate for filling in the demands of 

their interpretation of the concept but are clear that further research is necessary. This study 

uses some aspects of the theoretical discussions in Burger’s and Christian’s paper as they 

have gathered and explained adequately the main notions for the conceptions of sustainability, 

although this essay differs with their work in regard to methodology and overall research 

questions.  

Interestingly, when trying to find relevant research regarding Peter Singer’s theories and the 

meaning of sustainability the literature was scarce. The study found many articles about 

environmental ethics and bioethics but not Singer’s theories in relation to the meaning and 

moral ideals of sustainability.  

Summarizing previous researches we can say that there is somehow intensive examination 

and discussions about the principal questions that relate to the issues and characteristics in 

sustainability: distributional justice, social justice, generational justice, environmental justice 

and justice to animals and nature. However, most contributions have researched these issues 

in a partial way, considering only parts and not all sustainability meanings, leaving many 

holes and making this academic field fragmented and incomplete. Also, as shown in previous 

researches, the field of conceptualising principles for sustainability and which moral 

underpinning this notion entails is in its beginnings and much more research has to be done.  

1.5 Delimitations 

Sustainability as an issue has a vast and wide research field, from philosophical perspectives 

to actual operational issues. It also encompasses a broad spectrum of human activity, from 

business to science, from technical to social issues. However, previous research has shown 

that there is an on-going debate and disagreement in academia about the meaning, 

possibilities and implications in sustainability. This paper focuses on the formal and 

substantial meaning and on the ethical aspects of sustainability. 
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This essay has chosen to delineate formal and substantial meaning for sustainability, using 

initially some guidelines advanced by authors that have been debating this issue in academia, 

like Law and Gleeson, Dobson, Burger and Christen and specially Becker. Nonetheless, this 

essay goes a step further and tries to obtain moral ideals within that meaning. Another 

important moment of this study is to use the analytical framework constructed from the 

meaning of sustainability and apply it to mainstream ethical approaches. The initial idea was 

to compare contractarian, deontological and teleological theories with sustainability. At some 

point it was also interesting to see if virtue ethics and ethics of care could be also use for 

comparison.  

Peters Singers utilitarian views and Martha Nussbaum deontological approaches were chosen 

for several reasons. As it would be explained in detailed in the theoretical segment, 

sustainability is embedded in relations to economics, human development, other humans, 

animals and nature. When seeing these human relations, the approaches of Singer and 

Nussbaum include the idea of justice to nature and animals (which no other approaches have 

included). Peter Singer has written specifically on climate change and what humans ought to 

nature. Also, utilitarian views have for many years been use in economics and welfare 

discussions. Martha Nussbaum theories are designed also for the analysis of human 

development and her work is being used in the current discussion on sustainability.  

Here is important to clarify why this study has chosen some versions of utilitarianism and 

deontology to compare with sustainability. The study finds of interesting value to see how 

mainstream ethical views, from different perspectives, can be compare with normative 

propositions that are embedded in a promising concept like sustainability. This is because this 

study takes the stand in the idea that ethical theories are not fixed in time. They can be 

developed, argued, criticized, combined and in that respect, discussion and debate can bring 

us closer to what is right and fair in this moment of time. Also, inside utilitarianism and 

deontology, we can find several ways of interpreting the core principal ideas. It is worth to see 

if Nussbaum and Singer, who specifically have written about justice to nature and other 

animals, come near the meaning of sustainability. 

Finally, it is also important to clarify why the study prefers to use the term sustainability 

ethics rather than sustainable development ethics or environmental ethics. As will be seen 

later in the pages of this study, the concept of sustainability contains several dimensions that 

go beyond the natural or just the environment; it contains also social and economic 
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dimensions. Therefore it seems appropriate to speak of sustainability ethics and to leave aside 

the other denominations. 

1.6 Outline 

This study is outlined through five chapters. In the first chapter, readers will be introduced to 

the problem of study and its relevance in present-day times. This segment will also explain 

the aim of the study and the research questions. Some remarks on the preferred methodology 

and material will follow. The scope and delimitation of the study and some observations on 

previous research will be included.     

Chapter two will give a narrow review of the historical and theoretical approaches on the 

meaning of sustainability. Then a conceptualisation for the meaning of sustainability will 

emerge as formal and substantial meaning framework. This framework will be use later as an 

analytical tool to be filled with the ethical theories of Nussbaum and Singer. Chapter three 

and four presents the analysis of the meaning of sustainability when applied to the ethical 

theories of Singer and Nussbaum. The final chapter is dedicated to the analysis and discussion 

of the research questions, formulated in chapter one. Some reflections about the conclusions 

of the exercised study and suggestions for future research will also be included. 	  
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2 THEORETICAL	FRAMEWORK	

In this chapter the study will present the actual discussion on the concept of sustainability in 

the environmental, social justice and developmental debate in academia and why some 

confusion has arisen regarding the meaning of sustainability. Then, discussions about the 

problem in the conceptualisation of sustainability will be interpreted. Finally, the study will 

present a theoretical framework that describes our interpretation for a coherent understanding 

of the meaning of sustainability.    

2.1 Brief historical overview  

In 1972 D. & D. Meadows Report32 to the Club of Rome mentioned the problem of limited 

resources and the capacity of the earth to endure this burden. The same year, during UN 

Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, the state members agreed upon a 

declaration containing 26 principles concerning the environment and development. 

Ten years later, in 1982, The World Commission on Environment and Development 

(WCED)33 was initiated by the General Assembly of the United Nations and its report, ‘Our 

Common Future’ was available five years later (1987). The Brundtland Commission's 

definition of sustainable development was then described as the ‘ability to make development 

sustainable- to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability 

of future generations to meet their own needs’. Although the meaning of the concept of 

sustainability is generally linked with its definition in Our Common Future, this definition is 

so vague that it is not helpful in providing a specific rule of action when there are conflicts 

among environmental, economic, or social goals.34 

The emphasis was on justice for the generations to come, in development and economic 

growth and it also mentioned the scarcity of environmental resources, but critics pointed out 

that the report made emphasis only in human needs35. Apart from the Brundtland Report, 

sustainability has been prominently emphasised in important global political documents such 
																																								 																					
32 Meadows D.&D, Randers J., Behrens W. III: The Limits to growth. Report for the Club of Rome’s project on the 
predicament of man, Universe Books, New York 1972. 
33 United Nations (UN), World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED): Our common future. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 1987. 
34 Brown Donald A, Lemons John: The international acceptance of the concept of Sustainable Development. In Sustainable 
development: Science, Ethics and Public Policy. (Lemons and Brown ed.), Springer Science + Business Media, Dordrecht 
1995, pp 18-19. 
35  Kates W. Robert , Thomas M. Parris & Anthony A. Leiserowitz: What is Sustainable Development?: Goals, Indicators, 
Values, and Practice, in Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development Journal, V 47 No. 3, 2005, p 10. 
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as the Rio Declaration36, the Agenda 2137 and the Johannesburg Declaration38. 

In recent years, the UN has tried to produce a global development agenda by making a set of 

sustainable developmental goals based on common global values. These are freedom, 

equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for nature, and shared responsibility. 

In September 2015 the countries that conform the UN adopted a set of goals to “end 

poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all” to be achieved in a timespan of 15 

years.39 The document summed a set of 17 goals, which include, as stipulated in the signed 

document: social development (end poverty and hunger), human development (ensure that all 

human beings can fulfil their potential in dignity and equality and in a healthy environment), 

protection of the planet (protect our planet from degradation through sustainable consumption 

and production, sustainably managing its natural resources and taking urgent action on 

climate change, so that it can support the needs of the present and future generations) and 

prosperity (ensure that all human beings can enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives and that 

economic, social and technological progress occurs in harmony with nature)40.  

2.2 A malleable concept 

The UN developmental goals has set the standard for the notion of sustainability and this in 

turn has made possible for each branch of human activity to establish their own dimension of 

the concept; either economics, environment, social or institutional dimension. Sustainability 

as a notion is currently being used to discuss fields in business, industries, climate change, 

distribution, energy production, global equity, economic issues and eco-tourism, among 

others. However, not to stray from an integrated meaning of sustainability and given the 

difficulties in defining its meaning, the operation of the fields becomes inconsistent and 

fragmented. Nevertheless, it is fair to say that regardless of the lack of a precise meaning, it is 

clear that the term has implications for ecological, social, and economic systems. 

Philosophers Burger and Marius blame the heterogeneity of definitions to the abundance of 

the notions of justice that precede any kind of attempt to make sustainability operational. 

They also remark that  “apart from hundreds of non converging definitions, you will find, for 

																																								 																					
36 United Nations (UN): Rio declaration on environment and development, United Nations, New York 1992. 
37 United Nations (UN): Agenda 21. United Nations, New York, 2002. 
38 United Nations (UN): Johannesburg declaration on sustainable development. In Report of the world summit on sustainable 
development (pp. 1–5). United Nations, New York 2002. 
39 United Nations (UN), United Nations General Assembly Seventieth Session: Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, United Nations, New York 2015. URL = 
40 <http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E> (Accessed 2017-02-25) 
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example, advocates of environmental sustainability focusing on resilience and vulnerability 

(Gallopin, 2006), advocates of social sustainability (e.g. Lehtonen, 2004), and also 

approaches to sustainability built on some notion of justice (Kopfmüller et al., 2001; Ott K. 

Döring, 2008).”41 The concern for the problem in framing sustainability is so evident that they 

(Burger and Marius) even maintain that sustainability could loose its driven factor for justice, 

environmental protection and human development.42  

However, other voices think that despite these critiques “each definitional attempt is an 

important part of an on-going dialogue. These scholars think that sustainability draws much 

of its resonance power and creativity from its very ambiguity. The concrete challenges are at 

least as heterogeneous and complex as the diversity of human societies and natural 

ecosystems around the world.”43 These voices encourage a conceptualisation that can be 

adapted to very different situations and contexts across space and time. 

As we can see, when discussing the heterogeneity of definitions voices defending a 

consensual conceptualisation of a meaning and those who prefer a variety of interpretations 

are apparently expressing their opinions referring to different levels of meaning for 

sustainability. I am referring to the categories that were explained in the first chapter, in 

which it is described how the concept of sustainability had a formal and a substantial structure 

of meaning. It is important to understand that, on one side, sustainability conceptions can 

belong to a formal structure of meaning, what we should call the core principles. On the other 

side, it also has an operational meaning, usually linked to implementation concerns within 

different contexts. Depending on the orientation of the formal meaning, the substantial 

meaning will appear.  

Environmental researcher Michael Jacobs makes the same distinction between these two 

levels of meanings. He means that the first level (what this study is calling the formal 

meaning) is usually unitary and vague, and it can only be expressed in a short definition. At 

the first level, concepts are defined by a number of core principal ideas. The problem arises, 

according to Jacobs, at the second level (what we are calling the substantive meaning) where 

all the confusion occurs. For Jacobs, attention needs to focus on the second level. Here, the 

																																								 																					
41 Burger Paul, Christen Marius: Towards a capability approach of sustainability. In Journal of Cleaner Production, v 19, 
2011 p 787. 
42  Burger P, Marius C: op. cit., pp. 787-795. 
43 Kates, Parris & Leiserowitz: What is Sustainable Development, p 20.	
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battle for the meaning of sustainability appears.44    

The philosopher Susan Owens has written a research paper analysing the problematic of 

meaning in the concept of sustainability. She explored the evolution of the concept from the 

19th-century through the Brundtland Commission report to the contemporary ‘Panglossian’45 

interpretations. She argues that the impossibility to find one meaning has to do with deep 

ethical questions that are not yet resolved. She explains that in order to find a conception of 

sustainability one must have made fundamental ethical choices first, which differ in their 

foundations, but the debate about such choices is nevertheless of great importance. She 

concludes that even some scholars recommend abandoning the search for a singular, 

consensual definition of sustainability; researchers should try to find a common meaning to 

make progress in the absence of consensus. Owens writes: “There is no noticeable outbreak of 

consensus in any major policy arena, and trends in production and consumption continue to 

move in a generally unsustainable direction. This paradox implies, at very least, an 

implementation deficit—a failure in the short term to find ways of making a broadly 

consensual concept operational.”46 

As expressed throughout the first chapter, this study thinks that it is possible to delineate the 

meaning in the concept of sustainability if one is clear about what one means and understands 

with ‘meaning(s)’. Moreover, it seems that the distinction between formal and substantive 

meaning that we have as theoretical approach could respond to the problematic Owens is 

posing here - within the formal level which deals with inherent principles, a consensus can be 

reached, although not in substantial one, as at this level the meaning is contested and 

delineated depending on diverse valuative judgements. Here Owens explains better what 

value disputes means. She explains that the road that leads to the heterogeneity of the concept 

begun with what she calls the ‘sustainability paradox’ where several disputes of value went 

back and forward between proponents of the position to maintain and enhance of production 

systems to add value and some of their prominent critics, particularly those for whom non-

human nature was much more than a ‘resource’ for human use, meaning that this non-human 

and nature have also a value.  

Moreover, Owens continues, the disputes came along when god willing environmental 

																																								 																					
44 Jacobs, Michael: Sustainable Development as a Contested Concept. In Fairness and Futurity. Essays on Environmental 
Sustainability and Social Justice. (Andrew Dobson ed.), Oxford University Press, New York 1999, pp 21-45. 
45 Panglossianism: The belief that all occurrences or developments have a beneficial purpose or result; naive or unrealistic 
optimism. Oxford English Dictionary Online. URL = <https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/> (Accessed 2017-03-28)  
46 Owens, Susan: Is there a meaningful definition of sustainability? In Plant Genetic Resources, V.1 No.1, 2003?, pp. 5-9.	
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institutions in the west tried to develop policies according to the accepted and vague 

definition from the Brundtland Commission. She then asked herself: “To take the most 

obvious example, how should we decide which aspects of the environment were ‘so valuable’ 

that they must be protected in all but exceptional circumstances? Such decisions would not 

only test our limited knowledge of interactions between the human and non-human worlds, 

but would clearly demand judgement.”47  

So far, for the purposes of this study, we can say that the actual situation in the attempts to 

define meaning of sustainability presents scholars with questions regarding:	 first, if the 

conceptualisation of sustainability belongs to a formal or a substantial meaning and if a 

consensus can be reached; and second, regarding questions about valuative judgements of 

what to sustain and why, by who and for whom. It seems that researchers in the field of 

sustainability recognise that in order to implement some kind of concept of sustainability, 

they will have to determine first some principles and then some valuative judgements on what 

to sustain, by and for whom and why. In other words, issues regarding where to establish 

value when it comes to finding a specific, contextual meaning related to sustainability.  

So in order to define sustainability this study must delineate a structure that can help us to 

answer disputes like what are we trying to sustain and why and who is concerned (animals, 

plants, species, ecosystems, people, jobs, cultures, communities or ways of life). These 

valuative judgements as we shall see, are related with meanings of justice, as justice has the 

capacity to make sense appropriately of questions like what to sustain, why, how and for 

whom. Consequently, we can say that in order to delineate a meaning for sustainability, this 

study has first to determine a formal meaning as principles of sustainability; and a structure 

for a substantive meaning of sustainability, where issues of justice can arise. 

Philosopher and environmentalists David Harvey explains the dilemma when disputes of 

justice arise regarding sustainability. He explains them as dialectic between universal claims 

and particular struggles. “I construe each moment (that of particularity, universality and 

mediating institution) as interrelated but identifiably separate. Particular struggles could not 

occur without making universal claims, universal concepts of environmental ethics and of 

justice, could not be formulated outside of the particular struggles that highlighted them”48. 

Furthermore, he lists some of these struggles regarding justice and sustainability as for 

																																								 																					
47 Owens, Susan: Is there a meaningful definition of sustainability, pp 5-9. 
48 David Harvy: Considerations on the environment of justice. In Global Ethics and Environment. Nicolas Low (ed.), Taylor 
& Francis e-Library, 2003, p 136. 	
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example bio-centric versus anthropocentric views, where the questions are if justice and 

ethics lie in nature? Individualistic versus communitarian views, regarding the issue of justice 

and equality among individuals, and what happens when, for example, corporations, non-

human animals or trees, or even whole ecosystems are given the status of individual? Or is 

there some collectivistic (social group, territorially bounded state, super-aware 

environmentalists, capitalist entrepreneurs, etc.) that defines a sense of justice over and above 

that which can be defined for the individuals contained within or comprised by it?49 Other 

scholars named disputes of justice as the roll of institutions and individuals. In this debate, the 

point is how to understand humans and the relation to nature and where the value is. It 

challenges the self-image of the individual as self and independent to depending on others and 

nature. Sustainability does not only relate to the self as an individual, but as the action that 

these individuals do towards others, the community or nature. This debate includes some 

ideas about the structures of society and how these societies have already given patterns that 

drive human action50. Humans are in relation to their culture and their time. Another 

dialectical dispute of value is between developmental welfare, what is called aggregative 

value versus ecological costs and limits. Sustainability also raises a debate about 

responsibilities towards present and future human beings.51  

For authors Low and Glesson for example, the struggle for justice has two relational aspects: 

the justice of the distribution of environments among people and the justice of the relationship 

between humans and the rest of the natural world. The first is, according to them, 

environmental justice and the second ecological justice. Nevertheless, they also said that the 

question of justice within the environment is enfolded in the question of justice to the 

environment.52 

2.3 On the formal and substantial meaning of Sustainability 

According to authors Burger and Christen, there are at least two general conceptual schemes 

already available, one by Dobson (1996), and the second suggested explicitly as “schematic 

definition” by Norton (2005).53 Even if conceptual schemes are not the same as meanings, 

they can help us to focus on some basic ideas behind the concept sustainability. Burger and 

																																								 																					
49 Harvey, D: Considerations on the environment of justice, pp 124-128. 
50 Becker, CU: Sustainability ethics and Sustainability research, pp 55-65. 
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Christen have made an attempt to construct a theoretical framework for the concept of 

sustainability based in the works of Dobson and Norton meta-analytical approaches, but did 

not determine the substantive content for this frame54: Dobson developed four questions 

scheme: what to sustain; why should it be sustained; who is concerned and in what respect 

substitutability is allowed. Burger and Christen built on this scheme adding some required 

characteristics, which they called adequacy characteristics, which can be understood as 

required conditions for a conceptualisation of sustainability. They write: “The WCED55 report 

refers to this problem as a developmental dilemma: generally speaking, millions of people are 

in need of societal and economic development to surpass the poverty line, however this 

development could overstrain the natural conditions necessary to guarantee further 

development. Assuming agreement on this point, we gain the adequacy conditions for 

concepts of sustainability by identifying those essential properties, i.e. they must be 

considered in order to solve this dilemma”56. Burger and Christen conclude that “it seems 

essential for the idea of sustainability, as a strategy, to tackle the developmental dilemma, to 

(1) be future oriented, (2) have normative power and aspire to steer action, (3) include intra- 

and intergenerational justice which (4) is based on some sort of universality (resulting from 

“global” and “all human beings”), …(5) the fifth essential property, therefore, refers to 

limited natural conditions… (6) the scope of actions towards sustainability comprises not only 

individual, but also institutional.”57 These scholars approach explain the main challenges for 

sustainability as a concept, but as one may argue, the issue of non-human animals and nature 

as an entity are not present, which could be explained as this paper is only focusing on the 

idea of sustainable development. 

On another level, Christian U. Becker has studied ‘sustainability’ as a concept and discusses 

the underlying ethical, ontological and epistemological assumptions that lay behind it with the 

idea to find a bearing meaning. He explains that sustainability is an important and fruitful 

concept, but its potential needs to be fully recognized and developed. The concept of 

sustainability will be fruitful only if the full meaning of the concept is adequately recognised 

and considered. It is particularly important to understand that sustainability is a normative and 

evaluative concept. Sustainability has an inherent ethical dimension and denotes a 

fundamental ethical issue. This ethical dimension of sustainability, which is often neglected 

																																								 																					
54 Burger P, Marius C: Towards a capability approach of sustainability, p 787. 
55 United Nations (UN), World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED): Our common future. Oxford 
University Press, Oxford 1987. 
56 Burger P, Marius C: op. cit., p 788. 
57 Burger P, Marius C: op. cit., p 788. 



	 27	

or misunderstood, is crucial to the meaning of the modern concept of sustainability, and needs 

to be adequately identified and considered in public and academic discussions.58  

Becker distinguishes three main semantic characteristics in the term ‘sustainability’: 

continuance, orientation and relationships. He begins his analysis by explaining the 

continuance characteristic in ‘sustainability’. The meaning of the word, he explains, implies 

the ability to maintain, to enable, to continue at the same level or at a certain state. “When 

using this concept, we may refer to a system (e.g., an ecosystem, an economic system), a 

certain entity (e.g., a species, building, capital), or a process (e.g., evolution, an activity).”59 

This characteristic points to the question of whose ability is to maintain and continue. 

Consequently, he concludes, it could be interpreted that sustainability implies the capacity of 

a structure, being, or process to sustain itself, or the ability of humans to maintain a certain 

structure, being, or process.  

The other semantic dimension he names is ‘orientation’. He explains that the term 

‘sustainability’ has a normative and evaluative meaning. Orientation means to give a 

direction, to guide one’s actions, to distinguish between what is right and wrong, to say how 

one ought to act and live an inherent normative and evaluative meaning.60  The third intrinsic 

meaning of the word ‘sustainability’ according to Becker is the ‘relations’ that the term 

carries within. “The most important aspect of this statement is the reference to two 

fundamental relationships of human beings: The relationship between humans and their 

contemporaries—that is, between different individuals and groups within the present 

generation—and, secondly, the relationship between the present generation and future 

generations”61. He then includes a third relationship that encompasses the first two, the one of 

humans to nature that can be symmetrical or asymmetrical.  

Becker’s whole research focused on constructing an adequate ethical system for a 

comprehensive meaning of sustainability as a relational ethics. That is why he dedicates a 

whole chapter to analyse at large all sustainability relations, where he includes an analysis of 

the mechanisms and means that mediate these relations, including society and culture. Finally, 

Becker’s attempts to define and conceptualise ‘sustainability’ as: “the ability to establish 

continuance as a means for orienting human actions and life toward the threefold relatedness 
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of human existence to contemporaries, future generations, and nature”62. 

For this study, Becker's position is interesting because he doesn’t only describe and explain 

the confusion in using the term sustainability, where not all the relations are taken in 

consideration. For example, he mentions how some academics mean sustainability when they 

really want to say sustainable development; other academics use terms such as environmental 

development only focusing on the relation to nature and not its social implications, just to 

name some examples. Consequently, there are disputes when academics determine 

maintenance of, for example, a special ecological system without considering how human 

relations are going to be affected. Furthermore, the normative aspect has also to be considered 

when talking about human relations to contemporaries, future generation and nature. This is 

the interesting part, because he also includes the normative aspect or orientation that enable us 

to think about questions like how we ought to do or what is the best way to do or what is the 

right thing to do, and these are essentially ethical questions and issues of justice. As such we 

can conclude that the adequate recognition of the full meaning of sustainability will help us in 

subtracting an adequate ethical approach towards sustainability and in turn make coherent 

decisions that respond adequately to problems of justice.  

Becker argues that, “the ethical issue of sustainability is at its core an issue of the self-identity 

of the modern individual and the related design of modern societies. Sustainability asks for a 

paradigm shift, for a replacement of the established ideal of the human being as an 

autonomous and independent individual with a new ideal of the human being as a 

fundamentally dependent and related being—fundamentally related to contemporaries, future 

generations, and nature. This normative demand inherent to the modern concept of 

sustainability must be ethically construed, and its implication for public discourses and 

sustainability research must be discussed”63. 

So far, we have presented, through Burger, Marius, Becker, Dobson, Low, Gleeson and 

Harvey some interesting elements for a formal meaning and some others for a substantial 

meaning of sustainability. We have found some coincidences, and some elements that differ 

in each interpretation.  In the following segment, the study will present how one can delineate 

a meaning of sustainability that has coherence and bears all the interesting elements 

mentioned before.  

																																								 																					
62 Becker, CU: Sustainability ethics and Sustainability research, p 14.	
63 Becker, CU: op. cit., p. 2. 



	 29	

2.4 Theoretical development and analytical framework 

This study maintains the idea that sustainability will not be useful if its meanings are not 

working as an integrated conceptualisation system in which the parts work together to 

reinforce each other. An integrated system of meaning will provide clear answers when 

conflicts arrive. Therefore, efforts in this matter should focus on an integrated meaning.  

This study is working with the idea that sustainability can be best explained in two levels of 

meaning, both integrated with each other. In the first level, that we can call the formal 

meaning, we will analyse Becker’s three inherent semantic meanings: continuance, 

orientation and relations and Dobson’s schematic questions. At a second level, which is called 

the substantial meaning, we will analyse the struggles (of justice) and the required conditions, 

which are mentioned in the writings of Low, Gleeson, Harvey, Burger and Marius. 

Let’s begin with sustainability at its formal level of meaning. As Becker points out, 

sustainability infers the capacity to sustain, to maintain, and to preserve. This is giving the 

sense of continuance. Sustainability implies the ability of a structure, being, or process to 

maintain itself, or the ability of humans to maintain a certain structures, beings, or processes. 

Then, using Dobson’s questions it follows that the questions on what to sustain; why should it 

be sustained; who is concerned and in what respect substitutability is allowed, should follow 

the ideal of continuance.  

The study also finds that the ideas of orientation and relations are related to continuance in 

some sense as Becker’s described, but only when one can answer Dobson’s schematic 

questions, only then one can know about (which) orientation and (which) relations’ 

sustainability is allowing. As such, in our scheme at the formal level, the main principle of 

sustainability is the ideal of continuance. Continuance will achieve normative capacity when 

asking the schematic question of what to sustain, why and who is concerned, which in turn 

derives in ethical relations and orientations. 

Then our analytical scheme shows that Continuance is the ideal for sustainability and implies 

the ability of a structure, being, or process to maintain itself, or the ability of humans to 

maintain a certain structure, being, or process. Following this ideal and in order to gain a 

substantive and normative meaning one should answer the questions of: what to sustain; why 

should it be sustained; who is concerned and in what respect substitutability is allowed in 

order to found orientation and relations in sustainability. (Orientation: Implies direction, to 
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guide one’s actions, to distinguish between what is right and wrong, to say how one ought to 

act. Relations: Implies actions towards someone, somebody or a group, this in turn produces 

obligation and responsibilities). 

Also, in order to find the substantive meaning in sustainability, we would have to build a 

structure where all the issues that sustainability is framing can surface. Here again, Dobson 

schematic questions, what to sustain; why should it be sustained; who is concerned and in 

what respect substitutability is allowed may give us some answers. 

Sustainability, as the concept this study is trying to clarify, is a concept that has been used 

from the mid 70’s onwards. As described in the segment historical overview, the concept has 

to do with the critical view of aggregated development and the problem of unequal 

development and the scarcity of resources. There was also an awakening to the limited natural 

conditions and destruction of eco-systems. Parallel to this situation, sustainability as a concept 

has been related to the idea of the preservation of the environment, and how humans have a 

capacity to change this environment, for the better or worse.  

So, now the study will use Dobson’s question to try to find a substantive structure of 

meaning. On the question of what to sustain, there is a strong sense then that it is life in all its 

representations, being this human, non-human and nature as a whole, that should be sustained. 

It is living things that allow the idea of continuance. One cannot sustain non-life or death. 

Why it should be sustain is a question that can be answered by the idea that at some point, 

from the middle of the seventies onwards, humanity gained some consciousness and 

awareness that the way civilisation was developing was not sustainable, meaning that if 

humans continue to do things as they used to, life in general and the whole idea of civilisation 

may be threatened in its existence. Who is concerned? It is all life that is concerned, being 

human beings and all related to human as culture, as capacity for action, as consciousness to 

non-humans and nature. Humans as groups are concerned, at the national and international 

level. Humans as individuals are concerned. Non-humans as well are concerned when talking 

about sustainability. If one adds a further dimension of continuance to this discussion, it 

follows that there is also a need to add the characteristic of being future oriented as 

continuance implies a time dimension, from now into the future.  

Consequently life should be sustained, life should continue, but now the study has to answer 

the question which life and in what degree. This inquiry can be stated as the point where the 

struggles of justice that Harvey and Low have been writing about, arise. At this point, the 
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study wants to go back to what Owen was saying about the valuative disputes and the 

diversity of ethical judgements. If one remembers, she asks herself how should one decide 

which aspects of the environment were ‘so valuable’ that they must be protected in all but 

exceptional circumstances. She was pointing out to the interactions between human and non-

human worlds and how these struggles clearly demand judgement of value. Likewise, Low 

was talking about disputes regarding the environment and global distribution or resources and 

Harvey described struggles in the idea of giving value to nature, to individuals, to future 

generations, and how these issues were understood as the starting point for disagreements.  

Here also, the study understands the idea of justice as a relational notion, associated with the 

idea of value and how one should act, what one ought to do and which responsibilities and 

obligations derive from these interactions in relation to where the moral value resides. In this 

way, our framework of meaning at a second level (the substantive level) will include four 

dialectical disputes of value. These dialectical disputes of value will in turn create four ethical 

relations that can be answered by either deontological or utilitarian perspectives, or 

contractarian and Aristotelian perspectives for this matter. But in order to create substantive 

meaning for sustainability, all four ethical relations must pass through the sifter of the formal 

meaning of continuance. 

Each dialectical valuative dispute that the study has chosen is mentioned in the writings of the 

academics and scholars cited above. The scholars have stated in some degree struggles of 

value when talking about bio-centric and anthropocentric views, aggregative development and 

scarce of natural resources, contemporary humans needs and future humans needs. They also 

named the relation between individuals and society and how they affect each other 

2.5 Summary 

This study takes the initial position that the concept of sustainability has an inherent 

normativity that has the potential to guide actions and decision-making as explained in the 

introduction. This means that sustainability as a concept has underlying ethical assumptions 

that lay behind its conceptualisation. This study is working with the idea that sustainability 

can be best explained in two levels of meaning, both integrated with each other.  

In the first level, that we can call the formal meaning, the study founds that a core principle of 

sustainability is the idea of continuance. At a second level, which is called the substantial 

meaning, the study founds four value struggles that in turn become four ethical relations 
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inherent to the substantial meaning of sustainability. Based on these guidelines a semantic 

framework for exploring coherence in sustainability ethics can be shape as follows: 

 

	

	 	

Sustainability 

Formal meaning: Continuance (life) 

Orientation and Relations: …what to sustain; why should 
it be sustained; who is concerned and in what respect 
substitutability is allowed. 

 

 

“The capacity 
to establish 
continuance 
regarding the 
relationship to 
other animals, 
to nature as a 
whole, to 
human 
contemporaries 
and to future 
generations”. 

Substantive 
meaning: 

Value struggles 

Bio-centric vs. 
Anthropocentric 

 

Aggregative development 
vs. scarce natural resources 

 

Intergenerational views 

 

Individual vs. Society 

Ethical relations 

Human to other animals and 
nature 

 

Humans to other 
contemporary humans 

 

Contemporary humans to 
future generations 

Individuals and society – 
society meta structures onto 
individuals / individual self-
image 



	 33	

3 NUSSBAUM	ON	‘SUSTAINABILITY’	

In order to clarify in the best way the ideas in Nussbaum’s theory, it is necessary to explain first two 

main concepts on which her moral system is built. The study will first describe how Nussbaum 

understands ‘equality’ and ‘justice’ and then the study will explore what in her ideas relate to our 

analytical framework of meaning for sustainability. The findings in Nussbaum’s theory will at the 

same time be processed through the four ethical relations and the sustainability principle of 

continuance. As explained before, normativity emanate from giving substance to the four ethical 

relations.  

3.1 In search for social justice 

Nussbaum departs from the idea of the search for global justice, meaning “extending justice to all 

those in the world who ought to be treated justly.”64 She is trying to find some necessary conditions 

for a decent just society for groups for whom justice is elusive, and thus the Capability Approach 

theory (CA) is not a comprehensive moral doctrine. Nussbaum understands issues of basic justice as 

going beyond social contract doctrines, particularly in the inclusion of groups with asymmetrical 

positions in power and dependency.  

She describes it as an extension or complement to the Rawlsian65 version of contractualism. She talks 

about the fundamental problem in the contractarian approaches for achieving global justice, which is a 

serious asymmetry of power and capacity between the creatures whose entitlements are not 

represented in the contract initial situation of justice. She bases her theory on the idea that there are 

groups that are not treated as full equal persons and do not have the possibility of representation of 

their interests on the point of view of justice. 

Nussbaum begins her work saying that within the western tradition, the idea of ‘the social contract’ is 

“the strongest theories of justice we have”, nevertheless they fail in giving answers adequately to three 

problems of justice towards people with disability, transnational justice and non-human species.66 She 

argues for a new type of theoretical structure, but she also says that some of John Rawls theories will 

survive and prove valuable. “I also hold that my approach converges in large measure with a different 

type of contractualism, one based purely on Kantian ethical ideas without the idea of mutual 

advantage.”67 

																																								 																					
64 Nussbaum, MC: Frontiers of Justice, p 92. 
65 Nussbaum uses Rawls theory of justice to develop the CA. For further on Rawls ideas see John: A Theory of Justice. 
Oxford University Press, Oxford 1973. 
66 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 3. 
67 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 6. 
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She takes from Rawls the idea of political liberalism and overlapping consensus. The idea that people 

with different metaphysical and religious ideas can accept and agree upon a core set of ideas as a 

political conception. She starts from the idea that many different types of lives have dignity, or are 

worthy a dignified life, a life that should function as a human life.  

The CA is a theory that presents philosophical arguments for an account of core human entitlements as 

a bare minimum of what respect for human dignity requires. She explains ‘capabilities’ as what people 

are actually able to do and to be, guided by an intuitive idea of a life that is worthy of the dignity of 

the human being. She argues that these capabilities can become an object of an overlapping consensus 

among people with diverse conceptions of the good. The CA uses the idea of a threshold level, 

beneath it, she says, truly human functioning is not possible. The social goal is to allow citizens to be 

above this threshold so they can be functional and have dignified existence.68 

3.2 The concept of justice 

Nussbaum has an outcome-oriented conception of justice, where once a ‘correct’ outcome is identified 

one has to the design a procedure that will achieve that result. The CA starts from the outcome, which 

is an intuitive idea of a dignified human life. “Justice is in the outcome, and the procedure is a good 

one to the extent that it promotes this outcome”69 The CA is focused on the person as the ultimate 

subject of justice. 

Nussbaum thinks that the principles of justice that Rawls developed, such as mutual advantage and 

reciprocity70, are very attractive ideas to build a theory of justice. She then tries to enlarge the theory 

of justice with conceptions such as dignity to enable her theory to reach cases that the classical 

contractarian theory fails to reach. The CA denies that the principles of justice have to secure mutual 

advantage and instead sees the benefits of a society where mutual cooperation flourish. “Even where 

non cooperation is possible and even habitual (because domination is so easy), justice is good for 

everyone. Justice is about fairness and justice is one thing that human beings love and pursue. It is 

always very nice if one can show that justice is compatible with mutual advantage, but the argument 

for principles of justice should not rest on this hope.”71 

																																								 																					
68 Nussbaum, MC: Frontiers of Justice, pp 69-71. 
69 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 82. 
70 Nussbaum explains that the core moral idea in Rawls theory is that the contracting parties are imagined to be one and the 
same as the citizens who will live together and whose lives will be regulated by the principles that are chosen. Other people 
can be included derivatively but the primary subjects of justice are the same ones who choose the principles. Nussbaum, MC: 
op. cit., p 16. 
71 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 89. 
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3.3 The concept of equality 

Equality as rough equality72 is not sufficient to guarantee justice for individuals with asymmetrical 

dependency throughout their lives. She acknowledges also that in a global level, there are great 

asymmetries of power and capacity. She bases her equality conception on the idea of human dignity; 

humans, whose dignity does not derive entirely from an idealized rationality, are usually in 

asymmetric power and dependency relations. The CA helps then to design an adequate conception of 

people who otherwise find themselves in disadvantaged (unequal) positions. 

Her approach is critical to the conception of equality that the classical contractarian theories 

presuppose, meaning that in the contract original position73 individuals are “roughly similar in 

physical and mental powers, in such a way that no one can dominate the rest”74. Nussbaum points out 

that this description excludes people whose mental and physical powers are not very equal to those of 

normal human beings, and also nations or individuals whose powers and resources are very unequal, 

or not capable of normal human rationality. “It is thus important to see how such and equality (she 

means rough equality) assumption requires us to put some important issues of justice on hold. In 

particular, justice for people with severe mental impairments and justice for nonhuman animals cannot 

plausibly be handled within a contract situation so structured”.75 

Regarding equality in the entitlement of her lists of capabilities, she explains that some of these goods 

are to be distributed on a basis of strict equality (for example the freedoms of religion, speech and 

politics); whereas other goods, the economic ones are more a question of adequacy in distribution than 

equality in distribution. 

3.4 Humans to other animals and nature 

Nussbaum ideas regarding justice to non-human species cover the idea of continuance, in the sense 

that non-humans entities also have the right to a dignified life, and these lives should be protected, 

preserved and maintained. The value is in a dignified life and in its functionality; therefore preserving 

																																								 																					
72 Nussbaum explains the concept of ‘rough equality’ as a feature of particular importance within social contract doctrines. 
Rough equality holds that the parties within the contract begin the bargain in a situation of rough equality of power and 
resources, not just moral equality. Nussbaum writes: “The rough equality among the parties is crucial to understand how they 
contract with one another, why they would make a contract in the first place”. Nussbaum, MC, op. cit., pp 25-31. 
73 The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy explains the term as follows: The original position is a central feature of John 
Rawls's social contract account of justice, “justice as fairness,” set forth in A Theory of Justice (TJ). It is designed to be a fair 
and impartial point of view that is to be adopted in our reasoning about fundamental principles of justice. In taking up this 
point of view, we are to imagine ourselves in the position of free and equal persons who jointly agree upon and commit 
themselves to principles of social and political justice. The main distinguishing feature of the original position is “the veil of 
ignorance”: to insure impartiality of judgment, the parties are deprived of all knowledge of their personal characteristics and 
social and historical circumstances. See more in Freeman, Samuel, "Original Position", The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Winter 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/original-position/ (accessed 2017-05-08) and Rawls, John: A Theory of 
Justice. Oxford University Press, Oxford 1973. 
74 Nussbaum, MC: Frontiers of Justice, p 27. 
75 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., pp 31-32. 
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the necessary conditions for this life to flourish and function is indispensable. Nussbaum is trying to 

make the case for justice to nonhuman animals by rejecting the idea that the only subjects of justice 

are the ones that can (rationally and for mutual advantage) join the formation of the social contract. 

Nussbaum points out the failure of this theory by only including a contract among rational human 

adults; there is no room, she explains, at least in their account for justice, for the interests of nonhuman 

creatures. Nussbaum takes a clear stand with contractarian theories that either do not take in 

consideration non-humans or where the duties to animals are only a matter of compassion and charity 

and not of justice. 

There is a problem though when interpreting continuance as preservation in for example a distant 

future. Her theory focuses only on the wellbeing of existing creatures, leaving open any theorisation of 

the value of the continuation of species. She states herself that further work remains to be done in this 

area. She sees little moral weight in the idea of considering preservation of species if the extinction 

has no impact on the wellbeing of individual creatures. For her, animals are subjects of justice only to 

the extent that individual animals are suffering pain and deprivation. But she says, “such focus on 

individuals does not rule out the idea that other principles…(she means ethical)… might dictate a 

concern for the continuity of species as a good in its own right.”76 In other words she left this issue 

open, not denying the importance of continuance in the future but as a task for other theories, but not 

the current CA. Nevertheless, in thinking about the foundations of the CA this study sees possibilities 

in extending the concern to nonhuman’s preservation in a distant future, as individuals or as a group. 

The study sees that solely on the base of the idea of flourishing and functionality the CA could extend 

its time and space boundaries to include the idea of continuance of non-human species in the future, 

but for this it seems to be necessary to make further developments on the idea of the intrinsic value of 

life together with the idea of flourishing and functionality. 

Nussbaum is giving orientation regarding the duty of care to nonhuman’s species. The CA includes an 

ethical concern that the functions of life should not be impeded, and for the dignified life of organism 

to not be violated. There is, in other words, the idea that it is good for an organism to persist and 

flourish and that it is wrong if this flourishing is blocked by a harmful agency of another creature. 

According to Nussbaum it is the ‘species norm’ that tells what the appropriate benchmark is for 

judging capabilities on a given creature. Another benchmark for guiding our actions is the idea of not 

doing ‘harm on others’. 77 

Nussbaum idea of a dignified life is also providing orientation. She does not discuss inherent dignity 

of creatures or plants, but she states that there is a case for justification of a dignified life regarding 

capacities, and capacities related to flourishing and functioning. This again has very promising future 

because one can say that every entity in nature can have a capacity to flourish and to function making 
																																								 																					
76 Nussbaum, MC: Frontiers of Justice, p 358. 
77 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 349. 
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CA an inclusive and future oriented theory. But further work on the theory is needed. 

She gives further orientation on how to deal with the CA for nonhumans. Her theory includes the idea 

of giving some species interdependent of humans a menu of basic rights, although those rights must be 

exercised through human guardianship78. She states that the best way of dealing with such animals, 

dependent on humans, is an intelligent species-sensitive paternalism. Her normativity also includes 

some forms of affirmative protection action. She also gives orientation of actions regarding animals in 

the wild, where the issues suddenly turn from the idea of dignity to the idea of suffering, which as we 

will see later, is very near Singer’s ideas about suffering. In this respect, avoiding suffering is a way of 

achieving dignity. In this point the study finds similarities with the CA idea of dignity and Singer’s 

idea of avoiding suffering.  

Nussbaum sees also obligations in international institutions regarding the environment. She gives 

orientation of actions by saying that the environment is a problem of justice that crosses national 

borders and “for such reasons, it is not helpful to regard the basic structures of states as fixed and 

closed to external influence”79.  Nussbaum sees as positive the idea of a thin system for global 

governance, with at least some coercive powers, where a set of world environmental regulations with 

enforcement mechanism and taxation system is in place.80  

Regarding the idea of relations, Nussbaum is advocating for mutual cooperation between variety of 

different lives, in the sense of a plural community were all living things have a right of a dignified life 

that enables that life to function in a situation of mutual cooperation between humans, cultures and 

species. She explains that her understanding of mutual cooperation does not only include similar 

people getting together to make a contract, but a group where many different types of dependency and 

interdependency, as asymmetrical relations, are in place and cooperate for the common good. As such, 

relations in Nussbaum imply the idea of cooperation in a situation of asymmetrical and 

interdependence of power. The relations between different lives should allow a minimum threshold for 

functionality.  

Furthermore, regarding the issues of intrinsic value in nature, Nussbaum sees nature as in 

interdependence with human action. She says that “Respect for nature should not and cannot mean just 

leaving nature as it is, and must involve careful normative arguments about what plausible goals might 

be.”81 For her, human non-intervention is not a possible choice. In other words, nature has no value 

outside the realm of human’s relations and interests. In this respect, as stated before, she sees an 

obligation in respecting the existence of species that have the capacity to flourish and function, but she 

does not see nature as an entity that deserves moral status outside the relation with humans, though. In 

																																								 																					
78 Nussbaum, MC: Frontiers of Justice, pp 376-380. 
79 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 235. 
80 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 320. 
81 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 369. 
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this aspect too, would be interesting for the CA to strive further the idea of flourishing and a possible 

capacity of nature to flourish as a whole entity, so nature too can be understood as an entity with 

functionality as a whole. 

Following the discussion about intrinsic value, Nussbaum is confronted with the question of full equal 

dignity for animals too, as she proclaims for humans in the CA, in the sense that not giving intrinsic 

equality to both human and animal dignity could give human needs an advantage if conflicts of 

interests are in place. In this regard, she responds with the whole idea of having a minimum threshold. 

The CA is concerned only and solely with obligations to respect a minimum standard that guarantees 

an idea of a dignified life that permits this life to function. That’s how she sees no need in theorising 

about intrinsic and equal value (as dignity) for humans, animals and plants. “So let us simply say that 

the idea of equal cross-species dignity is an attractive idea, indeed from many points of view a 

compelling idea, but that we do not need to rely on it in our political overlapping consensus. We may 

relay, instead, on the looser idea that all creatures are entitled to adequate opportunities for a 

flourishing life.”82 For all these reasons it is fair to say that the CA is an anthropocentric theory that 

acknowledges some entitlements to nonhuman species but does not give them intrinsic value or 

discusses the issues of justice to them over the threshold. 

The CA makes the case for justice to nonhuman animals through the ideas of Aristotle. Regarding 

animals he said that “there is something wonderful and worthy of awe in any complex natural 

organism -and so it is all ready, in that spirit, to accord respect to animals and recognise their 

dignity.”83 In this way, she proposes an anthropocentric view that gives humans the guardianship for 

maintaining a dignified level of life to nonhuman animals throughout an overlapping consensus, which 

she describes as “The whole idea of a justification that looks for a reflective equilibrium and uses the 

idea of overlapping consensus is an anthropocentric idea”84. She explains a dignified existence for this 

creatures as “at least to include the following: adequate opportunities for nutrition and physical 

activity; freedom from pain, squalor and cruelty; freedom to act in ways that are characteristic of the 

species rather than to be confined and, as here, made to perform silly and degrading stunts; freedom 

from fear and opportunities for rewarding interactions with other creatures of the same species and of 

different species; a chance to enjoy the light and air in tranquillity”85. 

3.5 Humans to other contemporary humans 

There is a sense of continuance in the discussion between pure aggregative productivity and the 

scarcity of natural resources. Nussbaum tries to make a contribution with the idea of the CA as an 

alternative to the economic-utilitarian approaches that according to her dominates discussions of 
																																								 																					
82 Nussbaum, MC: Frontiers of Justice, p 384. 
83 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 94. 
84 Nussbaum, MC: op. cit., p 389. 
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quality of life in international development in narrowly economic terms. She makes a claim about the 

idea of productivity by saying that value and respect should not reside in being productive, but in the 

dignity of our human need (self respect) itself. She says then that productivity is necessary, and even 

good, but it is not the end of social life. She follows the idea that every citizen is entitled to a certain 

amount of primary goods, expressed as capabilities, and society may not pursue overall advantage in a 

way that slights any citizen’s claim to those capabilities. She makes a critique of the contractarian idea 

of income and wealth, meaning that the primary goods to be distributed by society are plural and not 

single, and that are not commensurable in terms of a quantitative aggregated material standard. The 

question for the idea of justice is then how much money do individuals in a disadvantaged position 

have but what are they actually able to do and be.86 The study interprets her stand on this point as 

being in favour of a production system that has as most important priority the satisfactions of the basic 

needs of all humans globally in order to make lives dignified so they can function. In her ideas it is 

imply that the focus should be on human flourishing instead of an aggregative wealth-productive 

system. The CA could have been more specific in which position it takes regarding scarcity of natural 

resources and productivity above the threshold level, but one can imagine that as the CA only focuses 

on a minimum threshold, the relations over that level are not include here.  

Her idea of preserving diversity and plurality in all forms of life also gives a sense of continuance. She 

describes the CA as articulated in the doctrine of political liberalism, where the account of 

entitlements is only a part in the different conceptions of the truth where through an overlapping 

consensus (like major consensus of values) citizens can agree, even if they otherwise have different 

comprehensive views of the good. This shows a value in pluralistic and a minimum of universalistic 

approaches to justice where there is significance in, besides the overlapping consensus, respecting and 

preserving the moral and cultural assumptions of different individuals. She is trying to preserve 

diversity in all its forms. 

On the matter of the relations towards other humans, the CA has solid arguments. It is fair to say that 

when Nussbaum includes nationality as an issue of justice, she is trying to make philosophical 

propositions about the inequalities that imply the division between poor and rich countries that affect 

the life chances of its citizens. In her view of justice, it is implied a sacrifice from richer individuals 

and nations towards the more disadvantaged. “To solve these problems we must appreciate the 

complex interdependencies of citizens in different nations, the moral obligations of both individuals 

and nations to other nations, and the role of transnational entities (corporations, markets, 

nongovernmental organisations, international agreements) in securing to people the most basic 

opportunities for a fully human life.”87 

Nussbaum sees duties and obligations between rich and poor countries as a matter of finding some 
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justice in the international arena. She is focusing on asymmetries, in which a powerful global economy 

makes all economic choices interdependent, and often imposes on poorer nation conditions that 

reinforce and deepen existing inequalities. Nussbaum takes in consideration the heritage of 

colonialism and the main difference between these nations basic life chances: mortality, health, 

education and others necessary for an individual to flourish. From these discussions we can extract a 

clear and strong normative proposition for directing human action regarding other humans: “I argue, 

further, again, that relying on the intuitive idea of human dignity, that the capabilities in question 

should be pursued for each and every person, treating each as an end and none as a mere tool for the 

end of others.”88 

Following these ideas richer nations should give a substantial portion of the GDP to poorer nations, 

Nussbaum gives further orientation for how humans, states and corporations can secure the 

capabilities through the idea of universal Human Rights. She sees a linear correlation with the idea of 

universal Human Rights, which also helps to achieve justice through fundamental entitlements to 

traditionally marginalized groups, usually as affirmative action. She sees human rights as an adequate 

form for achieving some minimal entitlements in international justice. She gives substantial value to 

the idea of the nation state, as a set of institutions of the basic structure of society, but she also points 

out that states fail to recognize the inequalities in international global order and how this affects poorer 

nations. Therefore she lifts up the idea of duties of the international community towards other nations, 

if human dignity is to be respected, then she sees no other alternative that a collective moral duty to 

resolve the problem.  

3.6 Contemporary humans to future generations 

The groups that are owed justice in Nussbaum’s CA as articulated in Frontiers of Justice are only 

limited to the disable, nationality and nonhuman species. Noted that at the beginning of her book, she 

argues that an extended version of justice should include all individuals that deserve justice and that a 

theory of justice should be stable in time. She also points to the fact that the CA is only a partial theory 

of justice. In dealing with the issue of justice for future peoples, she acknowledges that this group 

should be included in the search for global justice, although a discussion concerning justice for future 

generations was only briefly mentioned in her book. It is while discussing Rawl’s shortcomings in his 

theory of justice as fairness that Nussbaum says that Rawls himself has raised up these issues, 

including ‘the problem of saving for future generations’. Then she quotes Rawls in saying: “…’while 

we would like eventually to answer all these questions, I very much doubt whether that is possible 

within the scope of justice as fairness as a political conception’ (PL 21). He (Rawls) goes on to say 

that his conception can be extended, he believes, to give plausible answers to the problem of future 
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generations (I agree, and therefore I have not treated that problem here (Nussbaum)).”89  

As stated before when explaining Nussbaum conception of justice and equality, as the foundations of 

the CA, the idea of the minimum threshold and equality as adequacy were developed specifically in 

order to include those groups that were left outside. Nussbaum herself seems to believe that justice for 

future generation can be situated above this threshold and thus can be properly answer by Rawls 

justice as fairness theory. It is fair to say that a group of future generation is on an asymmetrical 

situation regarding equality, and by this we mean that as future generations are not situated on the 

Original Position and this can leave their interests without consideration. This study is not intended to 

analyse Rawl’s theorization that could give future generations justice, but to see how the CA respond 

to these challenges. We see though a possibility for the CA to include future generations. It would be 

interesting, in order for the CA to be more coherent with sustainability, to acknowledge future 

generations as a group which positions is depending, and in this way, asymmetrical in power, of 

contemporary humans and thus in need of justice. 

Regarding justice to future generations, she does not, however, give a satisfactory account of those 

issues and how the CA could respond and include what we owe to these future humans, but at the 

same time, following her own logic of securing a dignified existence, that contemporary humans ought 

to consider about future humans dignified life when making ethical choices, at least to guarantee them 

the minimal threshold that Nussbaum describe as the minimal capabilities for a dignified existence. 

But further work on her theory is needed in this regard.  

3.7 Individuals and society 

A sense of continuance is found in her views of individuals as creatures with the capacity to flourish. 

Individuals ought to be seen as having a human potential that is linked with characteristics of 

flourishing for different kinds of individuals. These characteristics should be preserved and 

maintained, giving the idea of continuance for human beings; this continuance of a worthy living is 

giving by the notion of human dignity. Continuance is then related to maintaining a dignified life.  

Nussbaum takes the idea of flourishing from the Aristotelian normative theory, but she claims that 

there is no single way for human beings (and for this matter other species) to flourish but a plurality of 

ways of lives and that the CA will enable a dignified existence for all. The CA was developed with the 

idea of maintaining this worthy diverse ways of life. The CA sees dignity as capacity, rationality and 

animality, which creates the idea of dignity as a “needy enmattered being” that is a source for a moral 

claim.90 

Regarding individuals and society, Nussbaum has an idea of a decent and just society in which both 
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individuals and institutions have an obligation (in order to be fair) to guarantee a minimum threshold 

of primary goods (capabilities in order to function). Nussbaum consequently is giving a clear 

orientation for a society to be fair. For Nussbaum the person is assumed as a social and interdependent 

being with inherent moral sentiments as compassion, which Nussbaum describes as the judgment that 

the good of others is an important part of one’s own scheme of goals and ends. But compassion, she 

explains, is attuned with the political principles of the CA.  Nussbaum views presuppose a society that 

takes responsibility of equal and fair treatment of a group needs, even if they are in a minority. 

Regarding the idea of relations, there is the indication of asymmetries and interdependencies between 

individuals and groups in the structure of society, all in relation with each other. She advocates for a 

society that gains in social cooperation between asymmetrical groups, with an independent account of 

the good, or entitlements, with a moral psychology based on compassion or benevolence. Social 

cooperation is understood as means to foster the wellbeing of every citizen, and not to have a gain or 

an advantage. She is theorising a political theory for justice where she sees a need of political 

psychology, to care about the others and to see value in social cooperation, trying to find common 

ground in Rawl’s idea of overlapping consensus. She also produces a political account of the person, 

as a political animal that is active in relation to others. There is a need of a political theory of the good 

and account of justification, based on human dignity and what humans and some nonhumans need for 

a dignified life and to flourish. The people are not then equal in power and ability, nor are people 

assumed as independent. As political animals their interests are bound up with the interests of others 

throughout their life.  

Nussbaum presents an ideal image of the human being, and this is reflected in her CA list. Without 

any of these capabilities, she says, a human life is not worth living, and therefore society has an 

obligation to deliver these minimum capabilities. These include values such as life, imagination, 

emotions, self-respect and non-humiliation, play, being treated as a dignified being whose worth is 

equal to that of others 91 . She states “…the capabilities approach takes its start from the 

Aristotelian/Marxian conception of the human being as a social and political being, who finds 

fulfilment in relation with others”92. The individual in Nussbaum’s account is a moral and political 

animal, that entails an inherent dignity and a contractarian idea of freedom and that has deep interest 

in choice, including the capacity to choose a way of life.  

Following with some ideas that give a sense of relations and orientations for individuals and society, 

there is an issue that binds both characteristics in Nussbaum and it’s the idea of care. Nussbaum 

understands the need for care in times of acute or asymmetrical dependency. She mentions that the 

idea of ‘good care’, not as an independent distant character, is a value in itself that support the dignity 

of life.  She prefers a society that cares than one that produces for the sake of gaining… “in other 
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words, the person, not the group, is the primary subject of political justice, and policies that improve 

the lot of a group are to be rejected unless they deliver the central capabilities to each and every 

person.”93 For Nussbaum also, the idea of personhood of Kant gives some orientation towards what 

justice is. Within this idea each human being is an end, and one may not violate any human being on 

the way to a greater social benefit.  

There are also some thoughts about orientation and relations in her comments about the role of 

institutions in society. Nussbaum claims that people make these structures, and ultimately people have 

moral duties towards securing human capabilities, but she also strives for assigning duties to some 

national and international institutional structures. She sees problems in voluntary altruism and 

philanthropy. At a national level she defends the structures of a liberal democracy but the problem 

arises at the international level, where she doesn’t see that an ideal world state will function. She sees 

rather a thin and decentralised structure at the international level. Regarding multinational 

corporations, she also says they have duties and responsibilities for promoting human capabilities 

towards communities in which they operate and towards the environment94. 

3.8 Summary 

The analysis shows that the concepts of dignity, flourish and functionality in Nussbaum’s CA 

are allowing a sense of continuance of life. It gives the sense of continuance mainly in the 

relations to animals and contemporary humans. There is a sense of continuance in the 

discussion between pure aggregative productivity and the scarcity of natural resources. 

Nussbaum tries to make a contribution with the idea of the CA as an alternative to the 

economic-utilitarian approaches that according to her dominates discussions of quality of life 

in international development in narrowly economic terms. The value is in a dignified life, 

therefore preserving the necessary conditions for this life to flourish and function is 

indispensable.  

Regarding nature and future generations we see a possibility for further theories based on the 

same concepts, although the CA does not include them as inside the minimum threshold. It is 

showed also that the idea of overlapping consensus is also enabling the sense of continuance 

as the CA provides space for preserving diversity and plurality of life forms. The analysis 

shows also that the otherwise good idea of a minimum threshold together with an idea of 

equality that is not fully developed is not enabling the theory to be future oriented and 

extended in time. The characteristic of her theory of a minimum threshold may be interpreted 
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as problematic regarding sustainability, because it does not approach problems like future 

humans, or the relation between productivity and aggregated development over that minimum 

threshold. 

The analysis shows that Nussbaum theory approaches all four important ethical relations for 

sustainability; nevertheless future generations are, according to Nussbaum, an issue of justice 

above the threshold and therefore a question probably for modern contractarian theories. She 

is giving clear ideas regarding how to act and which stance in society has obligations (nation 

state and international community). She advocates for relations of cooperation and care and 

not mutual advantage. She sees the individual as a political animal interdependent of each 

other. Her theory is a political theory with strong imperatives for action. 
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4 SINGER	ON	‘SUSTAINABILITY’	

In this segment the study will also begin by explaining the concept of ‘justice’ and ‘equality’ 

in Singer’s ethical reflections.  Then an analysis of Singer’s main ideas from the point of view 

of the four ethical relations within our theoretical framework will follow. The analysis will at 

the same time process the ideas found in Singer with the sifter of the formal meaning for 

sustainability, being this continuance. The ideas within Singer’s theory will in turn give 

normativity for sustainability as a substantive meaning. 

4.1 In search of the right thing to do on global challenges 

As for the idea of global justice, Singer is not trying to make a moralised political statement 

to achieve an inclusive and consensual concept of justice. His starting point is a philosophical 

logical approach and consequent argumentation that attempts to elucidate good and bad 

justifications for our actions, so one can say that in making this or that, we did the right thing. 

He departs from the idea that there are some questions that are so controversial that no 

consensus can be agreed upon, where conflicting ethical views and values give rise to 

disagreement over what to do, and where a philosophical method can help to reach “better-

justified conclusions”.95  

What is interesting in Singer’s view about conflicting values on ethical issues is that his 

approach to these topics is with a conscious renunciation of any assumptions that the 

members of the human species have any distinctive worth or inherent value that puts humans 

above other species. By thinking in this way, according to Singer, it is easier to understand the 

wrongs humans are doing to animals and nature. He considers in his discussions also, as he 

acknowledges that ‘preference utilitarianism’ can prove not to be the best approach 

sometimes, and how theories of rights, justice, or absolute moral rules bear the problems 

discussed. 

It is understandable to ask if the idea of justifying actions in order to do the right thing is the 

same as achieving justice. If justice is a measure of giving fairness and equality in actions, 

then one can say that in that sense justice can be embedded in the process of discussing 

significant moral challenges for our time, and how our actions should be guided, even if he 

does not see justice as an objective truth. It is worth to mention though, that in his third 
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edition, Singer, who constantly proves his arguments in order to move forward with his 

assumptions, says that: “I am now more ready to entertain –although not yet embrace-the idea 

that there are objective ethical truths that are independent of what anyone desires.”96 Another 

important characteristic of Singers ethical views is that he rejects the idea of ethics as a very 

noble idea that works in theory but not in practice, because for him the whole point of ethical 

judgments is to guide practice.  

4.2 Justifications to act right or to do justice 

Singer’s theory is a system in which the justifications of an act being good or bad are 

measured by its consequences. The actions that are more justified are the ones that avoid 

suffering and misery “hence, a utilitarian can never properly be accused of a lack of realism 

or of a rigid adherence to ideals in defiance of practical experience. The utilitarian will judge 

lying as bad in some circumstances and good in others, depending on its consequences”97.  

Singer defends the idea of an inherent morality in which some animals have evolved as social 

mammals. Humans, as other animals, are evolved by the same sense of moral rightness and a 

sense for justice. Mammals have strong sense of reciprocity, and they respond outraged to a 

failure to repay a good. In other words, the idea of doing justice is a treat that has evolved 

with us from intuitive responses, as the idea of reciprocity, and in the human case doing 

justice has evolved under the influence of language, making it comprehensive and complex. 

He described how this sense of doing justice has taken different forms in different times and 

cultures. “What was good for our ancestors may not be good for human beings as a whole 

today, let alone for our planet and all the other beings living on it”98. 

It follows that the origin of morality is separated from the idea of an objective truth. Neither 

God, Nature nor morals are objective concepts; in this way Singer’s theory requires minimal 

metaphysical presuppositions to function. The idea of finding justifications in Singer follows 

then that we have moral intuitions from our ancestors and, through a philosophical dialog, we 

have to find which of those intuitions should be followed or should be changed, in order to be 

righteous and do the right thing. 

Another important idea in Singers theory is that ethics is relative and subjective, but has 

inherited characteristics of universalisation. Following this argument, if a society is against 
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slavery of women but other say that they approve slavery of women, what would this mean 

regarding to what is right or wrong? If ethical judgements are relative, then both statements 

can be true, and no accountability for doing wrong is possible. For Singer, justification of an 

ethical principle cannot be in terms of any partial or sectional group, ethics should always 

take a universal point of view. This does not mean that a particular ethical judgement must be 

universally applicable, because it depends on the circumstances. Singer himself, states that 

“…what it does mean is that in making ethical judgements, we go beyond our own likes and 

dislikes… ethics goes beyond and takes the standpoint of the impartial spectator or ideal 

observer”99. 

In Singer’s version of utilitarianism, there are reasons for believing that one ought not to try 

to calculate the consequences in every ethical decision in daily lives, but only in very unusual 

circumstances or when reflecting general principles to guide actions in the future. It is also 

important to have in mind that Utilitarianism, in order to make it theoretically practical, 

makes a distinction between intuitive and critical moral reasoning. Individuals don’t need to 

judge each action by the standard of the theory; they only have to do in extraordinary 

circumstances when it is required. Utilitarianism has therefore a set of ethical principals 

(rules) for everyday life. 

He calls his theory for ‘preference utilitarianism’, because it holds that one should do the 

action that, on balance, furthers the preferences of those affected. He writes, “Unless there are 

some other ethically relevant considerations, this will lead me to weigh all the preferences and 

adopt the course of action most likely to maximize the preferences of those affected”.100 

Furthermore, the preferences that should be counted are assumed to be the ones that are fully 

informed, in calm mind and thinking clearly.101  

On the idea of reciprocity, when thinking about justice, Singer explains that to do right means 

to go beyond our own personal interests and even beyond the interests of some groups to 

which we belong. He rejects the contractarian view of ethics that stations morality only on the 

bases of reciprocity. He argues for ethics take the point of view of all species above the 

sentient limit, in other words considering the interests of creatures that can suffer and feel 

pain and are self-aware and conscious in some degree.  
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4.3 Equality of what? 

Equality is, according to Singer, an idea that has gained a lot of moral weight and is in our 

times an important part of the prevailing political and ethical orthodoxy. Nevertheless, he 

states that propositions like ‘all humans are equals’ fail when one tries to implement this ideal 

equality in specific cases. He explains that a more consequent notion of equality is to think 

the concept of ‘equal consideration of interests’: “The principle of equal consideration of 

interests, prohibits making our readiness to consider the interest of others, depends on their 

abilities or other characteristics, apart from the characteristic of having interest… The basic 

element, the taking into account of the individual interests, whatever they might be, must 

apply to everyone, irrespective of race, sex or scores on intelligent tests.”102 Interests that 

human could have could be avoiding pain, satisfying basic needs as food, shelter or culture, to 

love and care, to enjoy friendly and loving relations, to be free and to have the opportunity to 

peruse life projects. This principle also rules out discrimination on the grounds of disability, 

whether intellectual or physical, insofar as the disability is not relevant to the interests under 

consideration.103 

There are some inegalitarian consequences to this principle. Following the principle of equal 

interest, it does not dictate automatically per se equal treatment. The result of applying the 

principle can lead to an inegalitarian action that in turn will give a more egalitarian result, but 

it also can, in some cases, give results that are not egalitarian. He explains that for example, in 

a decision with minimal resources the actions could be taken in groups with not important 

needs, widening the gap between groups, instead of making people more equal. That is why 

he calls this principle a minimal principle of equality and the reason he rejects a more 

comprehensive egalitarian principle, which is, according to Singer, difficult to justify.104  

Singer also rejects the idea on equality on the base of opportunity. He means that it usually 

rewards the lucky or the ones with the best abilities so the basis of equality are more justified 

as equal consideration of interests and “the most important human interests have little to do 

with how high one’s IQ is or how aggressive one is, this raises a moral question about a 

society in which income and social status correlate strongly with these factors”105.  
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Singer states that only a basic moral principle of equal consideration of interest, can allow us 

to defend a form of equality that embraces almost all beings, despite differences that exists 

between them. 

4.4 Humans to other humans and nature 

There is a strong sense of continuance in Singers propositions regarding the relation to 

animals and nature. There is a clear idea of preserving, maintaining and protecting the lives of 

animals beyond space and time. Singer’s theory is future oriented as it takes in consideration 

the lives of persons (which could be both human and other species of animals) already 

existing and its future possibility of existence. For Singer, animals can be also considered as 

persons, meaning that they can be self-aware and with some idea of past and future. Animals 

are in this sense a ‘person’ and it is fundamentally wrong to kill ‘a person’, or to deny a 

person a life as they have interests that should be considered. “I suggested that if most human 

beings have lives of special significance, or have a special claim for their lives to be 

protected, this must be tied up with the fact that most human beings are persons. So if some 

nonhuman animals are persons too, they also have a special claim for their lives to be 

protected. Whether we base these special moral features of the lives of human persons on 

preference utilitarianism, on a right to life deriving from their capacity to see themselves as 

continuing selves, or on respect for autonomy, these arguments must apply to nonhuman 

persons as well.”106  When reasoning about substitution, his argument is that, according to this 

logic, it seems that we do something bad when we knowingly bring a life that will live 

miserably, and consequently it seems also that we do wrong if we prevent a being of a happy 

existence, giving value on the idea of preserving and protecting life in a space and time 

continuum.  

There seems,	though, to be a limit for the idea of continuance in Singer’s thought when we are 

talking about species outside the limit of sentient. When raising the question about nature 

(plant, trees, stones) and suffering, Singer states that there are no significant grounds that 

suggest pain or suffering in plants, and additionally they do not have a centrally organized 

nervous system. In other words, no consideration of their interests is at stake. Nature then, has 

no moral status as an intrinsic value. On	 the	 other	 hand, he says that there are other 

considerations at stake regarding the conservation of nature that he refers to there as 

‘wilderness’. The choice, he says, is between those who favour employment and a higher per 
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capita income and on the other hand plants and animals that could be endangered. He argues 

that wilderness is not unlimited, and the remnants of true wilderness left are like “islands 

amidst a sea of human activity that threatens to engulf them.”107 This solely gives Singer a 

strong argument to provide nature with intrinsic value and speak of nature as a ‘world 

heritage’, but only in the understanding that is only the interests of sentient beings that are 

being taken in consideration not nature itself. 

Singer gives a sense of orientation in human actions as obligations and duties towards animals 

and nature, because such actions are the right thing to do. As such, rights and legislations for 

animals or nature are following an idea of what is (morally) right. This study also find that he 

is orienting action by saying that it is wrong to put humans above other animals when claims 

collide.  In his argument, Singer criticises what he calls the speciesist point of view, with all 

situations neutral; gives always a greater weight to the interest of members of the human 

species when there is a clash of interests between other species. Singer explains that in some 

situations, a member of one species can suffer more than a member of another species, and 

the priority should be relieving the greater suffering. Following these ideas one also has to 

take in consideration that humans have mental capacities that can lead them to suffer more 

than animals would in the same circumstances, like anticipation, expectations, knowledge and 

memory.  

As we can see, the moral basic principle of equal consideration of interests allows a broader 

scope of equality and it takes in consideration the ‘interests’ of animals seriously and 

consequently and over a time spectrum. This principle is also given a normative (of equality) 

for the relation between humans, animals and nature. The idea of orientation and relations is 

then one where all interests of sentient beings are taking in consideration. Further orientation 

is given by Singer on these relations: “The principle also implies that the fact that beings are 

not members of our species does not entitle us to exploit them, and it similarly implies that 

the fact that other animals are less intelligent than we are does not mean that their interests 

may be discounted or disregarded.”108 This makes Singers ideas either anthropocentric or bio-

centric; the particular intrinsic value will depend on a given situation.  

His ideas follow the reasoning that non-humans have the capacity for suffering and enjoying 

things, and these characteristics are preconditions to have ‘interests’. Singer explains that if a 

being suffers, there can be no moral justification for refusing to take that suffering into 
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consideration. As such, in Singers theory, the limit for taking consideration of another being 

is the capacity for suffering or enjoyment. This is called the limit of sentience and it will be 

the boundary of concern for the interests of others.109 

Singer is very clear when orienting human actions towards animal’s wellbeing. According to 

Singer, taking consideration of the suffering of animals when humans are not affected will 

oblige humans to make radical changes in the treatment of animals that include the food we 

eat, the farming methods we use, experiments on animals, our approach to wildlife and 

hunting, wearing of animal skin, circuses and zoos.110  This is when minimal human interests 

are balanced with the lives and welfare of the animals involved. Furthermore, Singer defends 

the idea that all sentient beings, whether self-aware or not, should have basic rights and that 

when talking about taking a life, the consideration should acknowledge self-awareness and 

autonomy as a factor that adds value to the considerations. 

4.5 Humans to other contemporary humans 

As we have stated before, Singer has showed arguments that defend an idea of the value of 

life that in turn can be understood as a right to life. He says that for preference utilitarianism, 

the wrong done to the person killed is serious but not decisive. Further he maintains that the 

right to life is the right to continue existing as a distinct entity. Only a being who is capable of 

conceiving herself as a distinct entity existing over time, a ‘person’, could have a right to 

life.111 I say that Singer ideas about life give an indication of continuance in the sense that life 

should be maintained and preserved. 

Here again, the main principle of equal consideration of interests orients human action 

towards its contemporaries. Singer is, through this principle, trying to achieve some equality 

in the world. When talking about contemporary humans he talks specifically on affirmative 

actions, legislations against discriminations and obligations to assist (a sort of distributive 

justice). Singer explains the basic idea of consideration of interests within the process of 

“empathetically imagining ourselves in their (the group that is discriminated) situation, (and 

in that way) we can get closer to the right answer”112. I understand this positions as a way of 

gaining knowledge about the interests of other humans by cognitive empathy, and taking 

actions on the base of this knowledge. 
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When Singer is describing the idea of a just system for redistribution of income, he describes 

human nature as to have a tendency for acquisitive and self-centred desires. Furthermore, he 

states that these tendencies in human nature can deceive systems for redistributions (as tax 

systems and, for example, offshore accounts) and make them fail. He is trying to give thought 

a sense of orientations and relations between humans through the principle of equal 

consideration of interests. “The realistic component of the principle of justice I have been 

defending is that we should try to create a climate of opinion that will lead to a reduction in 

excessive payments to senior management and an increase in payments to those whose 

income barely meets their needs.”113  

Further, with regards to orientation and relations, Singer describes a world where both 

absolute poverty and absolutely affluence exists. The study finds a strong appreciation for life 

in Singers words regarding global justice. Additionally, this idea is incompatible with the idea 

of an individual standing by and watching people die (he is showing how extreme poverty 

kills and human life has an intrinsic value) when one could easily save them.  Responsibility 

in this sense is both regarding our actions and our omissions.  

He points out that one should never assume that individuals live isolated from each other. By 

saying this on individual relations and orientation, he is giving a clear indication of what to do 

and how everybody is connected with each other. He then defends a position for an obligation 

to assist that goes in line with the idea that if it is in our power to prevent something very bad 

happening, without thereby sacrificing anything of comparable moral significance, we ought 

to do it.114 

Here also Singer gives a clear path through the kind of relations and orientation that 

individuals should have regarding global justice. He describes the problem of absolute 

poverty as a problem of poor people that do not have enough to meet their basic needs, and is 

proves that extreme poverty does cause death and misery, making the conditions of life under 

the level of extreme poverty unacceptable. What he means, is that it is unacceptable that poor 

people live with inadequate food, shelter, clothing and without health services and education. 

Whereas there is a parallel situation with the absolutely affluent people, where, after 

satisfying all the basic needs that poor people does not have, they still have money to spend 

on luxuries. They do not need to threaten their basic welfare by transferring some to the 
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extreme poor. He states, “in comparison to their income, what the rich nations are giving is 

relatively trivial.”115 

There are some interesting indications of how to see the relations between humans in poorer 

and richer countries regarding climate change. For Singer this is an issue of distributional 

justice that follows a principal of historical responsibility that indicates that almost all of the 

sacrifices required stopping global warming and should be made by the older industrialized 

nations. Moreover, nowadays the poor countries rely more on agriculture than the rich. The 

idea of justice here is interpreted as the acknowledgment of the necessity of development for 

the poor countries, but the right to development is constrained by the need for development to 

be sustainable.  

Singer gives some ideas that will orient the actions globally towards climate change issues. 

Rich countries, he says, should take in turn responsibility for their historical emissions debts 

and avoid luxury development at all costs. In other words, the problem is put in terms of 

emissions of subsistence and luxury emissions. With regards to climate change the nations of 

the world have a common but differentiated obligations and responsibilities. For utilitarianism 

perusing one’s goals and defending a kind of lifestyle, is not justification in any case for 

causing such harms as climate change. Here also individuals have collective and individual 

responsibilities, as collectively and individually they are inflicting a very great harm on a very 

large number of people. Singer mentions all that is at the individual power to bear some 

responsibility, like being conscious that livestock industry is a major contribution of climate 

change. Or improving our home consumption of energy, or take vacations closer to home, and 

try to make our government act on this issue ethically. 116 

4.6 Contemporary humans to future generations 

Singer begins the discussion about justice to future generations by criticising the contractarian 

model where the process of moral reciprocity stops at the boundaries of those similar and 

where the intention is to gain mutual advantage. Singer states that, according to this 

reciprocity logic in the contractarian position, it is impossible to think about our actions 

regarding future generations; hence, as there is no mutual advantage with people in the future, 

within a contractarian view, people do not need to worry about living the planet in a worse 

situation or as Singer puts it, worrying about the idea that the nuclear waste we leave today 
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could be deadly for people in the future. “Rather than cling to the husk of a contract view that 

has lost its kernel, it would be better to abandon it altogether and consider, on the basis of 

universality, which beings ought to be included within morality”.117 

What I found in Singer’s words is that two of the main principles, the one of equal 

consideration of interest and the one of the value of life are giving a strong indication for 

continuance for future generations in his theory. One ought to consider the interests of people 

that would be living in the future equally as those in the present, because as stated before, 

consequently it seems that we do wrong if we prevent a being of a happy existence, giving 

that life has proven to have an intrinsic value when it has the capacity for suffering and is 

self-conscious. This is an idea that gives continuance to human life, an idea of preserving and 

protecting future lives. The capacity to see an existence over time, non-momentary future 

oriented interests should be taken in consideration. 

Regarding the sense of orientation Singer talks about the wrongs that the members of past 

generations have made onto present humans letting them with scarce wilderness and natural 

resources by thoughtless actions. He then makes a parallel with the obligations current 

humans have to follow as not to inflict “equally irreparable losses on the generations that 

follow us.”118  

He also makes an interesting relation between our actions today and its consequences in the 

future, where an amount of sacrifice now (a policy he calls Sustainability) has impact on 

future humans. This idea meets the three characteristics of continuance, orientation and 

relations between present and future humans. He says, “Alternatively, we could follow a 

policy we will call ‘Sustainability’: this involves a quick end to the use of fossil fuels, with 

significant change of lifestyles, different industries, less travel, less meat and many other 

changes. We and our children and perhaps our grandchildren would be slightly worse off 

under Sustainability that under Business As Usual, but more distant future generations would, 

for many centuries, be much better off”119.  

4.7 Individuals and society 

Following Singer’s theory, we found evaluative norms about life, and especially human life, 

or as he puts it, a way of saying that human life has some very special value, a value quite 
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distinct from the value of the lives of other living things.120 As this study have stated before, 

to give intrinsic value to human life is in a sense an effort in preserving and protecting it, in 

giving a sense of continuance. Singer includes some essential characteristics for humans, like 

self-awareness, self- control, a sense of the future, a sense of the pasts, the capacity to relate 

to others, concern for others, communication and curiosity. Hence, following this logic, a 

distinction between humans with those characteristics (persons) and humans belonging to 

Homo sapiens species arises. He makes also a distinction between persons (rational self-

conscious) and merely conscious beings (capable of experience pleasure and pain).  

Singer’s take on the life, which states that one ought to live in order to be ethically right, 

gives orientation on these issues. Singer’s ethics rejects the ideals of a materialist’s society in 

which the number of consuming goods one can accumulate measures success. Instead, it 

judges success in terms of the development of one’s abilities and the achievement of real 

fulfilment and satisfaction, with emphasis on frugality and a simpler life, and where pleasures 

in society do not come from conspicuous consumption.121 

The individual has for Singer some moral characteristics. When individuals find themselves 

defending the way one is living, or giving a reason for it, they are making justifications for 

their actions. “When on the other hand, people cannot put forward any justification for what 

they do, we may reject their claim to be living according to ethical standards, even if what 

they do is in accordance with conventional moral principals.”122 So in this sense, ethical 

principles are more than self-conscious actions, because this must be justified within the idea 

that ethics carries with it the idea of something bigger than the individual. Individual’s image 

is one of an ethical conscious being that should also act under the principle of respect for 

autonomy that accordingly allows rational agents to live their lives according to their own 

autonomous decision, free from coercion or interference. In resume, a person is free, has 

autonomy and must act with ethical consciousness. 

From Singer’s ideas, one can imply that the individual, as a moral intuitive and rational 

animal, has a duty and responsibility to act in ethical ways, otherwise people are doing the 

wrong thing. To say only that humans act like this because the action is the result of some 

natural evolutionary process is wrong. If one action is ‘natural’ it does not mean automatically 

that it is ethically right.  
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Singer vision of the entitlement to have moral rights is utilitarian; furthermore, rights are 

intuitive rules of behaviour to indicate best possible action so people know ‘what is the right 

thing to do’. This reasoning leads us to the idea that a right is equal to a utilitarian universal 

principal rule for intuitive moral orientation, in order to guide our actions. Singer though 

makes the distinction that, also on the critical level, there are also grounds for a moral right to 

life. Otherwise, it seems that rights, as there are in his theory no objective moral truth, are 

only of instrumental value. For example, Singer explains, “…utilitarians, whether socialist or 

not, would be prepared to override property rights to prevent great evils.”123 For Singer, the 

system of rights and obligations is closely related to and is a result of thinking in the best’s 

consequences. He rejects the idea of a society arrangement with rights and obligations that 

allows people to justify their actions independently of their consequences. 

Regarding the relations between society and individuals, Singer is in favour of a system that 

attempts to ensure members of disadvantaged groups justice. Being that the consequences in 

the world lead to severe inequality of interests, institutions and politics should be organised to 

reverse this situation. He is therefore in favour of ‘affirmative action’ as an action that 

supports progress towards equality. Affirmative action is in this way a result of the 

application of the principle of equal consideration of interests. He sees also a society as an 

institution that needs to ensure legislation that prohibits discrimination.124  

4.8 Summary 

The analysis shows that the principles of ‘equal consideration of interests’ and the strong idea 

that to kill or obstruct a life (self-conscious person) is giving a convincing sense of 

continuance in Singer’s theory. Both ideas are giving, at the same time a sense of continuance 

that extends in time, including the interests for contemporary humans, future humans, animals 

and sentient beings. 

There is a problem though, regarding sustainability with the idea of a sentient limit. This 

appears to be leaving outside considerations plants, stones, rivers which otherwise are 

considered as important to be preserved. Nature has a value only in relation to human 

interests, according to Singer. Though it is difficult to draw conclusions because his theory is 

based on case-to-case situations, in other words it depends on the consequences, it seems that 

not all continuance of life would be considered in all situations. The question would be then if 
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a sense of continuance could be regarded as an important component when one is considering 

all the possible consequences on a given situation. I mean that, it may be that the principle of 

equal considerations of interests could include the moral ideal of continuance, and then maybe 

Singer’s ideas would be more coherent with sustainability.  

Additionally, as Singer also acknowledges, to focus only on interests can produce 

inegalitarian results making his theory challenging in this regard. The preferences of the 

majority could prevail. Following only the interests of a majority could override fundamental 

entitlements as property or cultural rights. This could be in detriment of the idea of 

continuance. 

Singer’s theory approaches all ethical relations in sustainability and has some substantive 

ideas about them. He has his strongest arguments when theorising about the relation between 

humans and animals and future generations. Regarding the relation to contemporary humans 

he sees obligations to assist when life is at stake. He also thinks that interests of poorest 

countries should be taken in consideration when thinking about climate change. He is against 

an aggregative and luxurious lifestyle when there is also absolute poverty. 

He sees individuals as ethical persons, which has the responsibility to justify their actions. He 

sees obligations from individuals and governments to assist to eradicate inequalities between 

richer and poorer countries.  
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5 A COHERENT SUSTAINABILITY ETHICS 

After examining Nussbaum and Singer within the analytical framework it is time to turn back 

to the questions of the research and approach them with the findings that this study has 

presented throughout the previous chapters. This segment will conclude with some final 

comments and some ideas for further research. 

5.1 Definition and justification for a meaning of Sustainability 

This study concludes that there is a possibility to delineate a coherent meaning for 

sustainability as a two-level meaning structure. Moreover, that there is a justifiable formal and 

substantive structure of meaning that is important to properly understand if the use of a 

definition is supposed to be fruitful and fully realised.  

The meaning of sustainability has two levels, one formal meaning that should give direction 

and guide action and without which, we would not be talking about sustainability. There is 

also a second level, called the substantive meaning, where four main ethical relations arise, 

and where obligations and responsibilities appear. Departing from this formal meaning, 

several different derivative conceptions can follow, not in the sense that there are several 

concepts of ‘sustainability’, but in the way that there is a wide range of possibilities for 

definition, according to different contexts, of how this core meaning can become practical, as 

a substantive meaning. However, the study maintain that, when working with practical level 

of implementation, one should always start from the formal meaning of the concept so all the 

dimensions and challenges in issues of justice can arise and be properly solved and of course, 

in order to assure that the matter at issue is indeed within an ideal definition of the concept of 

sustainability. 

The study has also established that within the substantive meaning, sustainability has four 

ethical relations embedded that cannot be separated from the formal meaning of the principle 

of continuance. We stated that in order to be aware and justify meaning in sustainability the 

principle of continuance and all four relations should be taken into consideration at the same 

time, in an inclusive and integrated way. Otherwise there is a risk for inconsistency, 

fragmentation and unwise use of the concept at the operational level. Once we process the 

four relations through the sifter of continuance, several ethical responses to those relations can 

arise. How coherent are this ethical systems with the meaning of sustainability is another 
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issue, but it’s important for the coherence and improvement in sustainability ethics that the 

responses approach the formal meaning and the four ethical relations as much as possible. 

In addition to this, the study has also found that the four normative relations that are 

embedded in the meaning of sustainability are issues of ethics and justice, that encompass the 

greatest challenges for humanity and the planet in our time, and that in turn are capable of 

giving guidance for ethical actions towards global justice. The study has shown that these four 

relations produce normativity. Consequently, sustainability is a very interesting concept that 

has a driven force towards justice, when crucial questions arise, because its embedded 

normativity has the capacity to steer human actions.  

Moreover, sustainability as an ethical normative system would have a chance to be achievable 

if societies, individuals, international institutions and corporations could reach some 

consensus on this formal meaning and in the structure for the substantial meaning.  As we saw 

in chapter 2, there are voices that are convinced that a universal meaning is not possible to 

achieve. As we have shown in the theoretical approach the meaning of sustainability is a 

concept with a two-level meaning. There is at the first level a formal definition with the 

principle of continuance. However, at the second level of meaning, there are several disputes 

of values that form in turn ethical relations. In this level of meaning one could agree with the 

structure but cannot agree with the substance. The substantive structure of meaning is 

described in four ethical relationships that could be answered (filled with substance) by 

different ethical perspectives. As I mentioned earlier, the closer the ethical system is to the 

meaning of sustainability, the more coherent with sustainability ethics. 

5.2 Moral ideals and underpinnings in Sustainability 

Additionally, the essay is also interested in exploring tenable moral ideals and moral 

underpinnings within the meaning of sustainability. By moral ideals the essay understands 

internal values to be aimed at, and to be pursued as morally important within the meaning of 

sustainability. By moral underpinnings the essay understands a set of ideas, moral ideas, 

which justify or form the basis of morality for sustainability.  

The study found that the core moral ideal in sustainability is the principle of ‘continuance’ 

that gives sustainability a driven force to be pursued; it is sustainability’s inherent value. This 

moral ideal implies the ability of a structure, being, or process to maintain itself, or the ability 

of humans to maintain a certain structure, being, or process. In other words, continuance of 
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life, structures, processes and cultures; continuance of animals, plants, species, ecosystems, 

people, jobs, cultures, communities or ways of life.  

Regarding the moral underpinnings it is important to clarify that the study is looking for a set 

of moral ideas within sustainability, and not a certain morality within sustainability. I explain 

further, it is not possible to know which value should one give to humans, animals or nature 

within the four ethical relations before one has an ethical system in mind that has already set 

different values as for example in the distributional justice or intergenerational justice debate, 

or the value dispute between humans and nature. But after looking in detail on the meaning of 

sustainability, the study founds that this four relations are giving a hint of the sort of moral 

discussions that one has to have in mind if one is talking about sustainability. Sustainability is 

not telling us which value should we give to nature, contemporary humans and future 

generations though, it is telling us that the relation between nature, contemporary humans and 

future generations are moral ideas that must be dealt with, if one is really to talk about 

sustainability.  

As such, it is possible to conclude that sustainability includes following moral ideas: the 

relation between humans, animals and nature, contemporary humans and future generations. 

These relations in turn produce normativity for individuals and institutions at a local and 

global level, when a substantive meaning is formed. Likewise, it is possible to conclude that 

the absence of any of these four moral relations when talking about sustainability would be 

indicating that the concept of sustainability is incomplete. Sustainability includes the moral 

ideas of the relationships between humans, future generation and nature. 

Having said that, the study concludes that there are certainly fundamental moral ideals and 

moral ideas embedded in sustainability that have the potential to be agreed upon in a global 

consensus. The formal meaning of continuance (sustainability moral ideal) gives in turn some 

fundamental moral ideas (normative relations) at a second level of definition, which are: the 

moral relation between animals and nature, the relation between contemporary humans other 

humans and the relation between contemporary humans and future generations. 

5.3 Towards a coherent Sustainability ethics 

The study found that regarding these moral ideas or normative relations, in both Singer and 

Nussbaum, there is the idea of giving other species than human’s moral standing. How the 

ethical models arrive at this outcome is not as important as that both have come to the same 
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conclusion, and that is that other species should be treated as subjects of justice. Additionally, 

our analysis has shown that this idea is directly related with two fundamental philosophical 

propositions: 1) that life has an intrinsic value (as self-aware beings) and therefore its interests 

(present and future) should be taken in consideration (Singer) and 2) that life has an intrinsic 

value and its capacity for flourishing and function should be taken in consideration 

(Nussbaum). Nussbaum does not say explicitly something about the capacity for flourish for 

future creatures, but the possibility is not denied. Notice that this similar evaluative 

proposition comes from two different ethical standpoints. Nussbaum could be interpreted as 

anthropocentric, giving humans a role of guardianship to protect the flourish and functionality 

of other species, which are situated in an asymmetrical position and are dependent on humans. 

Singer is either anthropocentric or eco-centric, for him it depends on which interests should 

be given more consideration in a given situation, but life has an intrinsic value, and therefore 

its interests are significant. 

Further on, as the study understands the two theories, none of the ethical models is giving 

nature an intrinsic value per se, as both are considering nature always in relation to human 

needs. What is interesting in Singer’s approach is that, in certain situations, as for example 

when natural environments are disappearing, there is a significant human interest in 

preserving that natural reserve, or as he calls it, give wilderness a value. To be fair, 

Nussbaum’s idea of dignity as flourishing is giving also a normative orientation in a 

possibility of seen capabilities in nature. She does not take that discussion further but she 

states that there is a case for justification of a dignified life regarding capacities, and 

capacities related to flourishing of species. This again has very promising future because one 

can say that every entity in nature can have a capacity to flourish, making CA an inclusive 

and future oriented theory, though Nussbaum has not yet developed those ideas. 

Regarding the relation between contemporary humans is the moral idea of global equality or 

global justice. Here there is a strong line of action that defends the idea of distributional 

justice among nations. Here again the study sees a link between the foundational idea of 

equality and the guidance towards corrective actions to a more equal distribution of resources 

and responsibilities. Additionally, it is fair to say that here the CA, as it is developed 

specifically to approach problems of inequalities and power dependency situations at a global 

level, has a stronger point of argumentation for duties and obligations. Anyway, we can say 

that the moral idea for global equality, as distributive justice, departs from fundamental issues 

of inequality and historically disadvantaged positions of power (in Nussbaum’s view) and in 
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Singer’s with the principle of the value of life, where the argument goes as the wrongness of 

killing or obstructing a life; and as extreme poverty kills, if one can do something about it, 

then there is an obligation to assist. Here again, obligations depart from different 

metaphysical standpoints. Nussbaum is focusing on power and inequalities, Singer on the 

wrongness of not saving lives which otherwise could be saved. Nussbaum’s suggestions are 

presenting obligations that are in a sense political, as there is an inner driving force towards 

justice, it is justice that is the outcome, therefore there is a strong obligation to achieve justice. 

Singer’s view could be political only after one knows the best consequences. Nevertheless, it 

is implied that if we know that there is an issue of inequality and that not all the interests are 

equally taken in consideration among human beings, one should create systems, laws and as 

he stated, individuals and institutions have a responsibility to assist. Singer is advocating for 

ethical (the right thing to do) behaviour. 

Another moral idea that emerges from the meaning of sustainability is the idea of justice for 

future generations. In this respect, the ethical model that Singer is proposing is much more 

coherent than Nussbaum’s ideas regarding sustainability. Singer’s arguments are stronger 

here. We can now say that as Singer’s model departs from a simple principle of equal 

consideration of interests and the principle of value of life (as sentient self-aware life), these 

two principles gives us reason enough to consider as a matter of justice the interests of future 

generations regarding their possibility of a good life. This in turn is giving us obligations to, 

for example, preserve resources that can be important for future generations or not destroy 

their possibilities for enjoying a good life, as current humans appreciate it today. Nussbaum 

acknowledges that there is an issue of justice regarding future generations, but as her model is 

only focused on a minimal threshold and she stated that this issue of justice could be solved 

with Rawls theory of Justice as Fairness, she does not develop any theoretical ideas on the 

matter. It would be interesting to see Nussbaum making a case for justice for future 

generations, and for that, as the study will argument later, she would need to develop a 

foundational idea of dignity of life as flourishing. 

Finally, regarding sustainability we found also some ideas about the person, its characteristics 

and relations and the society with its institutions, at the local and global level. From the ideas 

in Nussbaum and Singer, it emerges a sense of individuals as conscious (of their position in 

power, of the consequences of their actions and of its obligations); there is an idea of beings 

who see advantages in behaving ethically and which relationship with others is characterised 

by the idea of care about others. To care and to be righteous and virtuous are positive values. 
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Both Nussbaum and Singer give us reasons to act individually or collectively.  In addition, we 

see that the individuals should understand themselves as interdependent of each other, always 

seeking cooperation and the common good. Within this image it also implies a hard critique 

to behaviours, individually or collectively, that promote luxurious acquisitive and aggregative 

consumption pattern; this idea is found in Nussbaum and in Singer as well.  

Regarding institutions, nations, and the international community and global corporations, we 

can recover ideas towards equality such as affirmative action, the system of human rights, and 

compensation system for gas emissions. There are also ideas for dealing with global 

problems, with obligations regarding nation states and at the international level regarding 

equality of interest and distributional justice. Here again, we see a stronger argumentation in 

Nussbaum in the sense that she is making political theory and Singer is only pointing out 

what is the right action at certain situations. Nonetheless, in Singer’s theory individuals and 

institutions should perform right actions as well, and as we see, these actions end as well in a 

political action. 

So far we have been able to answer the first two questions of our research. The coherence 

between Nussbaum’s and Singer's theories with the meaning of sustainability and the possible 

suggestions to approach a more coherent and consistent ethics in sustainability are yet to be 

explained in this segment. 

We can say that an ethical system has coherence with sustainability if its theoretical positions 

are in coherence, or as we explained in the first chapter, fit better with the integrated meaning 

of sustainability. The analysis shows that it is not self-evident which ethical model is more or 

less coherent with sustainability. What we can say without failing the analysis is that both 

theorists treat the four normative relations in sustainability (animals and nature, humans and 

future humans and individuals and society) in some way and to some extent. However, we 

can also say that both theoreticians have problems sometimes showing the link to the formal 

meaning of continuance. Furthermore, we found in both models clear suggestions that 

indicate coherence in the sense of giving orientation and relations. Additionally, both can be 

said to be more or less coherent at the fist level of meaning (the formal level), but depending 

on issue. As such, the incoherence will not be at the ethical relations, as they both name all 

four relations at some point and to some degree. 

How Singer and Nussbaum understand equality seems to be an important factor for coherence 

in sustainability ethics. I explain further, what seems evident from the analysis is that the 



	 64	

concept of equality in Nussbaum is somehow incomplete, and this makes her propositions not 

at all consistent with the idea of continuance. As showed in the analysis, she does not want to 

take the issue of equality in dignity of life between species, she acknowledges it is important, 

but she does not deliberate on the inherent value and underlying egalitarian assumptions at all. 

Justice is owed to nonhumans not because they have an inherent value as life has a value, but 

because they have capacities that have a ‘right’ to flourish and humans have a role in this, a 

sensitive paternalistic role. In this, Nussbaum model is falling short regarding egalitarian 

concerns, but just concerning continuity in the relation to animals and future generations. Her 

idea of equality as adequacy is showing strongly the relations between humans and other 

contemporary humans. We identify also that it is her concept of equality that causes her 

model to approach the issues of justice for future generations as outside the minimal threshold 

of the CA. What we are saying is that in order to give the meaning of continuance, in which at 

some points Nussbaum ideas are not enough, she needs to develop a strong idea of human 

dignity and human flourish, and a fundamental and coherent egalitarian approach.  

The analysis shows also that the principles of  ‘equal consideration of interests’ and the strong 

idea in preference utilitarianism that to kill or obstruct a life (self-conscious person) is giving 

a convincing sense of continuance in Singer’s theory. Both ideas are giving, at the same time, 

a sense of continuance that extends in time, including the interests for contemporary humans, 

future generations, animals and sentient beings. Nevertheless, the study also found some 

problems in Singer’s ideas related to the principle of continuance. There seems to be 

problems with the idea of a sentient limit, which is not considering plants, stones, rivers 

which otherwise are considered as important to be preserved. Additionally, nature has a value 

only in relation to human interests, according to Singer. Though it is difficult to draw 

conclusions because his theory is based on case-to-case situations, in other words it depends 

on the consequences, it seems that not all continuance of life would be considered in all 

situations, as it depends on preferences. The question would be then if a sense of continuance 

could be regarded as an important component when one is considering all the possible 

consequences on a given situation. I mean that, it may be that the principle of equal 

considerations of interests could include the moral ideal of continuance, and then maybe 

Singer’s ideas could be more coherent with sustainability.  

Earlier we mentioned that the idea of continuity of life is paramount to the meaning of 

sustainability. After looking at the results of the analysis we believe that it is wise to ask 

whether a strong and coherent and egalitarian idea about the value of life, whether as dignity, 
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as functionality, as opportunities, interests, on which many of today's ethical systems are 

based on, can help an ethical system to be more consistent with the meaning of sustainability. 

It is our impression that once the value of life is established, and a consistent and strong idea 

of equality is in place, the considerations of preservation, maintenance, and continuity of this 

life would facilitate greater coherence with sustainability. 

As it can be seen throughout the analysis, Nussbaum is enlarging and interpreting the concept 

of equality from Rawls idea of ‘rough equality’, but only for the cases where rough equality 

does not include groups for which justice is owed, otherwise, Rawls idea of equality is 

working fine. She of course is aware of this and says herself that the CA is an incomplete 

theory of justice. Singer’s idea of equality, as consideration of interests, as he also 

acknowledges, produces inegalitarian results making his theory challenging in this regard. 

The preferences of the majority could prevail. Following only the interests of a majority, 

could override fundamental entitlements as property or cultural rights. This could be in 

detriment of the idea of continuance. 

Partly, the questions of coherence with sustainability also included a question regarding what 

Nussbaum and Singer models, as utilitarian and deontological views respectively, needed in 

order to be more coherent with sustainability. In the analysis we find very interesting 

possibilities to develop a stronger idea of equality in Nussbaum. Is it possible to build an 

egalitarian idea of dignity of life? She would in some sense need to try ideas outside a pure 

anthropocentric perspective. We can also say that probably, as she also names, other issues of 

justice should be treated within the theory of Justice as Fairness from Rawls, in which case it 

would be interesting to try our analytical framework on Rawls contractarian theory and see if 

it fits the issues that Nussbaum’s CA cannot answer. Anyway, as mentioned before, we see 

possibilities in the idea of human dignity and flourishing, in giving intrinsic value to life, as 

dignified or as flourishing or functional, so the idea of equality can be strong enough to bear 

the sense of continuance in the CA.  

Singer has shown consistency with the core meaning of continuance exactly because his 

principle of the value of life or a right to life and also the one of equal considerations of 

interest. These two simple principles are allowing Singer's propositions to be consistent with 

an inclusive view of life (animals, humans, conscious creatures, suffering creatures) and also 

with an idea of giving value to life that will exist or has the capacity to exist in some future. 

But in order to make it more coherent, as mentioned before, the question would be then if a 

sense of continuance could be regarded as an important component when one is considering 
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all the possible consequences on a given situation. In other words, it may be that the principle 

of equal considerations of interests could include in some way the consideration to the moral 

ideal of continuance, and then maybe Singer’s ideas would be more coherent with 

sustainability.  

5.4 Final words and further research 

Until now, we have been able to respond in some satisfactory way to all the questions we 

asked at the beginning of this study. We have outlined an integrated meaning for 

sustainability. We also have said that the meaning of sustainability and its moral ideals and 

underpinnings could have structures that can be agreed upon and have the capacity to make a 

consensus globally. We have presented formal and substantive definition that should be 

understood as an integrated system. The study has also discussed in an evaluative way which 

of the two ethical models (Nussbaum’s or Singer’s) is more coherent with sustainability.  

The idea of writing this essay was to enter into the current discussion about sustainability 

meaning and ethics and to try to outline a coherent and integrated meaning for the concept of 

sustainability. Also, knowing that this meaning contained ethical normativity, we proposed to 

compare it with two ethical systems that are currently used in development and environmental 

issues. We hope that in this way this study can contribute to the current discussions on the 

ethics of sustainability and contribute on how to achieve greater coherence in its theorisation. 

Having said this, we can also say that we have identified many issues relating to this research 

that should attract attention for further research. It would be interesting to see other 

mainstream ethical models from different perspectives – from secularist to religious views 

and how coherent they are with these approaches on sustainability. It would also be 

interesting to prove this analytical framework of sustainability to not as acknowledged 

worldviews outside the western tradition. 

Another useful research is found on the practical level, where there are several initiatives as 

the development goals at the UN. The idea is to see how these goals fit the scheme of 

sustainability. Additionally, how our analytical framework relates to policies on humans 

rights, as human rights seem to be bound to only one of the four ethical relations- that of the 

humans towards contemporary humans. If possible, the idea is to see the possibilities to create 

a system of rights that includes all the moral ideals of sustainability - regarding all four 

relations- as it remains exanimated. 
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