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ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS IN LATIN AMERICA: IN
SEARCH OF A UTOPIAN VISION

Eduardo Gudynas

Introduction

Many people in Latin America, since the late 60°s and especial-
ly in recent years, have denounced the intense exploitation of
natural resources, forest clearcutting, wildlife extinction, in-
creased pollution, and urban marginalization taking place there.
They have suggested several measures to handle this crisis.
These voices have emerged from government and non-govermn-
ment agencies, from biologists, sociologists, wildlife conser-
vationists, planners, and from the common people.

The discussion first focused on what to conserve, and how to
conserve. Today, a new question is emerging: Why conserve?
This situation has resulted in the first ethical evaluation of en-
vironmental work in Latin America. Environmentalism remains
a controversial field. The reason for this situation is that the ul-
timate objectives of the environmental movement are not clear,
and common positions are shared only by a fraction of the
groups. But this only speaks at a superficial level, and this is not
an anomaly isolated to the environmental movement, but is a
more general situation, also detected in economics, politics,
planning, and so on. Present thinking is utilitarian and prag-
matic, and transcendent principles are excluded. Science and
values are separated by a wide gap, and there is no vision of the
future based on new metaphysical grounds. As there is nothing
like an utopian vision, we might feel stoical submission to an in-
evitable fate is all that is open to us.

The objective of this paper is to attempt an initial response to
this problem, which I conceive to be rooted in an ethical crisis.
In this analysis I suggest that this is aresult of the lack of a shared
utopian vision. I will first examine the ethical setting of environ-
mental problems on the S.A. continent. Then, I will briefly deal
with some cases from my own work. 1 will close with some sug-
gestions for future research and practice.

Ethical Dimensions of the Environmental Movement in
Latin America

Initial interest in environmental problems in Latin America
emerged in different disciplines (e.g. biologists, wildlife en-
vironmentalists, public health officials, planners, etc.). Most of
them were concerned with the destruction of specific wilderness
sites, or the extinction of particular noteworthy species of
animals and plants. In later years, the issues broadened, and new
people were added to the movement, as we now faced other
serious problems such as urban poverty, nuclear wastes, and
chemical pollution. Aware of the present diversity of positions,
Iwill distinguish two main approaches. Although this isanover-
simplification, it will nevertheless be useful for this discussion.
I distinguish, then, between the environmental managers and the
antihegemonic groups.

ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGERS are characterized by a
strict conservation position, and want a better management of
present development practices, So as to reduce adverse environ-
mental impacts to a minimum. They stress the technical ap-
proach to environmental problems. They lack historical
perspective and do not see environmental work as a tool to
produce historical changes. Their relationships with other social
groups is minimal. Furthermore, they give little attention to ethi-
cal reflections on these issues. Some of the most commonly ut-
tered moral imperatives from this group are: "We ought to
conserve natural resources for future generations or present use;”
and "...because of a scientific imperative.” In this group I in-
clude many government agencies but also large non-government
conservation organizations. We must acknowledge that these
groups are doing valuable work in some particular cases. They
have reduced the rate of environmental destruction in some
areas. They have also obtained good results in protecting some
rare and endangered species. However, in my view, they are
dealing with symptoms, and have not reached the basic causes
of the disease in either their thinking or actions.

ANTIHEGEMONIC GROUPS are a more diverse set, includ-
ing politically motivated persons disillusioned with traditional
parties, religiously motivated groups (notably Catholic
grassroots groups), minority groups (particularly feminists and
anarchists), and a mixed group of people primarily interested in
environmental issues. The antihegemonic groups stress the ethi-
cal issues, but not the technical ones. They have a deep invol-
vement in social issues, and work closely with other grassroots
movements. The ethical reflections of these groups is not well
organized, and often has little theoretical support, but it is in-
tense. Thus, one could expect these groups to produce fresh new
positions on these matters. They share a basic questioning of
present day development styles, and they search for alternative
pathways. In everyday life they try to follow their ethical and
historical concerns. They consider the environmental move-
ment as a tool of historical change. In fact, most of these groups
appeared first in the social arena, and only recently evolved into
the environmental dimensions. They are more interested in cer-
tain aspects of urban life, e.g. pollution, poverty, nuclear wastes,
and there is still some distance between them and those in
wildlife conservation and the science of ecology.

The Social Dimension of the Environmental Problems

The social dimensions of Latin American environmental
problems have beendescribed in particular by the antihegemonic
groups. Early environmental concern by the late 60’s was
directed to wildlife conservation and natural resources manage-
ment. The expansion of the ecological viewpoint to the politi-
cal and social arena was resisted by S.A. governments, and
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environmentalists were accused of trying to thwart development.
Nevertheless, antihegemonic groups introduced an environmen-
tal ethics that tried to show the relationships between the natural
and social dimensions of the problems. I will present some
recent examples of this relationship that have been argued for in
the region:

1. There is the relationship between poverty levels and environ-
mental disruption, both in rural and urban settings;

2. There is the issue of access to land and its distribution, which
is exemplified by problems that range from very small owners
overexploiting the soil, and causing severe erosion, to very large
farms that engage in extensive forest clearcutting;

3. There is also the issue of war, particularly in Central America,
where intensive bombing and use of chemicals causes not only
human casualties, but also drastic environmental damage;

4. Finally, there is nuclear technology: There are nuclear reac-
tors both working and under advanced construction in Brazil and
Argentina; there has already been a serious nuclear accident in
Brazil; and there is a project for a nuclear waste dump in Argen-
tina close to the border with Chile.

These kinds of problems justify the increasing interest in ethi-
cal problems by environmentalists. The recent evolution of this
process leads me to stress some emerging characteristics of the
movement, that are useful for this analysis:

A. A new feature of the situation is that most governments and
government agencies are now speaking in favor of conserving
natural resources, This does not mean that they are carrying out
effective actions.” This raises the question of whether an "en-
vironmental discourse"” is entering the ideological apparatus of
the State, as defined by Althusser.

B. The environmental movement, whichever tendency under
consideration, is still a small social force in Latin America. In
general, there is as yet only weak relationships with other social
forces such as political parties, labor unions and other grassroot
movements.” Perhaps exceptions are the alternative environ-
mental labor union movement "R-Cause" in Venezuela, and the
participation of environmentalists during the recent transition to
democracy in Brazil.

C. The environmental movement is also a highly diversified so-
cial force, and there is poor coordination among its members.
Although I have distinguished two main perspectives, within
each one there are several tendencies. Furthermore, the con-
sideration of environmentally related social problems is still a
matter of controversy. Liaison and networking efforts have had
limited success and are advancing slowly.

D. There is a gap between the declared ethical setting and actual
everyday practice. Most people would say that we should
"protect Nature,"” but few behave this way in their own lives.
This inconsistency is observed in many other fields.

Beyond the above cited problems, the environmental move-
ment is healthy in the sense that is steadily growing. Further-
more, since it is a frontier movement, new and noteworthy
approaches would be expected to develop from within it.

The social dimensions of environmental problems and the dif-
ferent approaches proposed by the above groups, leads me to dis-
tinguish two ethical postures. Inspired by Arnae Naess’
distinction between shallow and deep ecology, I will distinguish

between shallow and deep ethics.” Twill later discuss the reasons
for this. I will now briefly characterize each one.

SHALLOW ETHICS conceives of moral imperatives as
restricted to humans. It stresses individual options over social
options. It supports a fragmented vision of reality, and a gap be-
tween values and practice (that is to say between ecology and
values, politics and values, and so on). Ethical reflection related
to Nature is reduced, and the environment is relegated to resour-
ces for human use. It holds that humans have the wisdom to
manage Nature.

DEEP ETHICS conceives of moral imperatives as inclusive of
humans and Nature, living and non-living. It has a holistic
ecological approach toreality, acknowledging its complex struc-
ture and processes. It also stresses the social dimension of moral
issues, and consequently the historical and ecological respon-
sibility of the environmental movement.

Environmental managers generally support a shallow ethics,
not only in the ecological arena, but also on social, cultural,
economic and political issues. Their procedures follow the Latin
American "development paradigm” as described by Mansilla,8
a concept convergent in some aspects with that of ideology, and
with that of "developmental progressivism."9 The development
paradigm is characterized by a view of history as a linear process,
always progressing, with human activities becoming more and
more efficient, exploiting Nature, which has no rights. This is
rooted in "collective pre-conscious” values. These include: (1)
obsession with the economic, technological and material fea-
tures of culture; (2) a science developed in one direction, sup-
porting continued material progress through new and more
sophisticated technologies; (3) criticisms which are directed to
environmental problems in a minimal way, since these are con-
sidered negative and threatening to the present order. As these
postures are rooted in collective unconscious structures, they are
irrational and immuned to criticisms. The critical breaking point
of the paradigm is when other humans are conceived as resour-
ces to be exploited, and then this reveals the tight connection be-
tween social and environmental issues.

Deep ethics calls for a transition {rom this paradigm to a new
one. I understand deep ethics to include not only a deep ecol-
ogy, but also reaching into other perspectives and fields. The
growing awareness of the close relationships between social and
environmental problems now enables us to enter the realm of
deep ethics. This new alternative paradigm is part of an emerg-
ing utopian vision.

The examples cited here support the view that there are few, if
any, common ultimate objectives shared by all environmental
groups. The overall goals are not clear. A similar situation ex-
ists in other fields, such as economics and politics. There are
several schools that each attempt to find new development styles
on a human and ecological scale. This tums into intensive dis-
cussions about ethics and about the dichotomy between practice
and ideas. This debate supports the idea that the problems the
environmental groups face are only symptoms of deeper social
problems.10 I consider that this basic problem is the lack of a
shared utopian vision.

The Utopian Vision

As pointed out by Cardoso, we are in the paradoxical situation
of living in a ime when we know that utopia is possible,”” We
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have the knowledge, the technological power, and the human
resources, but we lack the essential confidence to undertake the
utopian project. This crisis explains the gap between specific ac-
tivities, such as politics and economics, and ethics and feelings;
the dissociation between abstract knowledge and human feel-
ings; the dissociation between what is done, and what we con-
sider ought to be done. We can describe our times as
characterized by the lack of utopian vision, which was destroyed
mainly b}f philosophers and writers such as F.A. Hayek and K.R.
Popper.l Humans facing every day reality realize they have
limits, but it is precisely these "limits" that turn out to be major
challenges for forward and transcendent movement. The limits
of the possible move with action, and in fact throughout human
history these "limits" have changed. As pointed out by Man-
. 14 AR .
nhcim, ” and also by Lenk, "~ utopia is like an explosive power
that pushes action toward the utopian vision. Mannheim shows
that the utopian vision is also fed on the negative features of
present society, and it looks to transform this situation. Thus,
we place the utopian vision in the category of transcending
limits. Utopian vision is not interested in understanding present
times as part of the past, but to transcend the past and the present
to a new future.

We have no utopian project by means of which to guide our
movements. Yet, it has the promise of showing how, from the
present reality, an "impossible” future could emerge, and it gives
us a sense of the direction we should take to get there. Utopia
will be always at least one step ahead us. We will never be quite
able to reach it, because after each step we advance toward it,
the vision as a dynamic project, moves ahead as well. Thus,
utopia tums out to be an "impossible dynamic.” We must know
what is impossible to realize what is possible. There are not real-
ized utopias, only many possible projects for moving in their
direction. Utopiaand present order have a dialectic relationship,
because utopia summarizes what has not been done or consum-
mated, and that makes a given order to break out of, and it
promotes changes leading to a new order, which in turn would
promote further utopian visions. In this respect I share some-
what Heller’s Marxist concept of "radical utopia,'1 which does
not permit us to define precisely the societal structures or func-
tions of utopia, but only to delimit the values. However, I do not
endorse all of Marx’s. Istress the issue of values here, for utopia
cannot be entirely described within the present order, for it re-
quires a new one.

Marcuse has pointed out the relationship between utopia and
fantasy.”~ Fantasy, as conceived by Freud, is a dynamic process
that links deep unconscious structures to conscious reality.
The fantasy is not a goal, but a sequence, or a process in which
the people participate. This explains why utopia is also the ex-
pression of desircs and wishes often repressed by every day
reality. This was also shown by Manheim, viz. that utopia can
be viewed as a reaction to the collective unconscious that sup-
porta given order. This explains the relationship between utopia
and ideology, and it helps us to understand positions like
Popper’s, as completely immersed in the ideology of the prescnt
order. This present order is supported in collective structures,
either the collective preconscious or the social imagination. The
link between utopia and fantasy also leads to another point: Art
can be a utopian force, which is an idea also expressed by Mar-
cuse. In our highly planned, materialist and technological
socictics, art is still onc of the last fronticrs for frec ranging fan-
tasy which can lead to utopian projects.’” Marcus also restricted

the idea of utopia to actual limits of change, and thus referred to
the "end of utopia."19 Furthermore, he later considered that
utopia is blocked by the present order.” But the limits imposed
by society (i.e. rooted in current ideologies) should not be con-
fused with the utopian vision, as the later transcends these limits.

Friedman described a "realizable utopia” as possible, when a
person can influence others in such a way as to reach utopia.
Actually, this describes a shared project, and actions intending
to reach utopia, but it is not a synonym for being realizable.
Friedman stated that a "universal utopia” is impossible because
of a size problem. Friedman believes that utopias are possible
only within small groups. But today we are facing the situation
of several coexisting "utopian committees” among many groups,
either defined by their scientific interests, or by their geographi-
cal origin. I borrowed this concept from Wolfe, and it must be
distinguished from the "utopian” vision.” The former is a more
or less diffuse program for a future, in specific fields, developed
by scientists in that field. These "utopian committees” reproduce
the fragmented vision of reality of scientists and thus it produces
fragmented utopian projects. Some examples of this are the
several global reports on development and environmental af-
fairs, e.g. The Dag Hammarksjold, The Founex and The
Cocoyoc Reports, ctc. These "utopian committees” have had
very limited power to change the present situation, and most of
the persons involved expended a lot of time and energy trying to
convince others that they held the "best" or "true” project. The
challenge is to search for common features among these com-
mittees, and to share these common features with the public at
large. As I conceive of the utopian vision, it is clearly distinct
from the "committee" ones, as it lies on a higher meta-level,
being deeper and more embracing.

There are clear relationships between the utopian project and
societal development. Acknowledging that we can work on a
shared utopian project towards a better society, we can distin-
guish between a eutopic and a distopic society. The first refers
to a society actually moving toward a utopia; the latter describes
asociety without a utopian project. Thisterminology, developed
by Mallman et al., seems more appropriat¢ than that of
"developed” and "underdeveloped” countries.”” Eutopic-dis-
topic are extremes of a continuum from healthy societies to those
that limit personal development. Eutopic societies permit the in-
tegral development of the person on three levels: personal, in-
terpersonal and environmental. This is a result of the equitable
satisfaction of human needs. This suggests that current measures
of social development, such as the Gross National Product, have
little relationship to personal fulfilment. In distopic societies,
the integral personal fulfilment is limited, and there are divisions
between persons due to the satisfaction of false needs and the
lack of satisfaction of genuine needs.

We still do not have a shared utopian project common to the
great majority of social movements, nor even among environ-
mentalists. But here are some projects that could be mentioned
as examples: Several locally based self-generated projects in
Brazil;2 the peasgml communities in Mexico promoting locally
based aclivilies;2 the several ecotopian visions presented by
writers like Devall and Sessions;” and the more general and dif-
fuse projects of global scale.“” Unfortunately I am unable, and
itis not my intention, to present a common project for the whole
environmental movement, but only to sketch some elements that
I conccive to be indispensable in the search for such a project.
These elements are freedom, every day democratic participation,
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and a new social order. Democratic practice require more than
merely voting from time to time. It should be felt every day. It
is impossible to handle environmental problems in the absence
of true freedom. Freedom is conceived as an ancient feature of
all living beings and their interactions within ecosystems. Thus,
if we acknowledge that solution to the current crises must
embrace freedom, we should go back to living with things and
not above them. This new social order asks for a deeper ethical
posture, which values humans and also Nature. As deep ecol-
ogy states, the well-being and flourishing of human and non-
human life has intrinsic value independent of its usefulness for
other human purposes.”” The goal is to live in harmony with
other persons and Nature. The ultimate objective is to recover
confidence in long term utopian dreams and to know that socie-
tal changes for a better world are possible and action should be
undertaken. As Heller notes, utopian projects should be radical;
it not only supports our hope that a better world is possible, but
that we should make a radical commitment to action (See F.N.
#15).

I conceive this effort very close to research, teaching and learn-
ing. The close relationship between a utopian project and a new
program tg understand the world can be found in Moro’s (1517)
"Utopia,"” but also in Bacon’s (1620) "Great Instauration."”" I
acknowledge that Bacon’s vision presents an anthropocentric
relationship to Nature. As pointed out by Bookchin, "Bacon’s
’Great Instauration’ had been a functioning reality for thousands
of years, not merely in class society’s attempts to subjugate Na-
ture for the purposes of control, but to subjugate humanity it-
self.”! To explore these issues in greater depth would require
another paper paying attention to the cultural contexts.
However, we must note Bookchin’s concemn for a new recon-
ciliation between humans and Nature.

A Case Example: A Latin American Perspective on Social
Ecology

At this point I think it is necessary to give a concrete example
of how some of us developed a utopian vision with a deep ethi-
cal commitment for environmental work. I think that social ecol-
ogy can provide us with concrete cues on this path, as it deals
with a holistic and dynamic vision of reality, in its concern about
values and practices, in the context of historical responsibilities.

A Latin American approach to social ecology can be viewed
as rooted in a utopian project. It allows for a new practice, a new
understanding of the world, a new ethics. Social ecology is also
an effort to understand the world, particularly through research,
and it aims to share this knowledge with others, particularly
through teaching.”™ 1 will briefly present an example of the
development of our current concept of social ecology, emerging
from my work and that of my colleagues at CIPFE.

Our initial work followed the widespread "environmental
education” strategies inspired by the World Wildlife Fund of the
US (WWE-US), e.g. see Liebermann.”> The results of the
programs were poor, as we did not understand the complexity of
the everyday life of the persons to which we addressed our work.
After this experience, we developed a new program that we
defined as "interactive," and this ultimately resulted in our con-
cepts of "social ecology" (see preliminary reports by
Gudynas).34 The interactive program enabled us to know how
humans perceive their environment, how they interact with it,

and how they propose to manage it. It clearly shows that en-
vironmental work must also be social work.

The present working definition of social ecology, as currently
conceived in our group, can be summarized by the following
basic postulates:

A. There cannot be a scientific study of natural ecosystems,
without an interrelated scientific social study;

B. We are interested in processes, not in static descriptions, and
the historical perspective is of high relevance, as it helps us to
recover the history of human communities, and their environ-
ments;

C. Environmental work is social work, for to promote alterna-
tive human-environmental relationships is to promote social
change;

D. Social-environmental work promotion must be done with the
people, and not for the people. There are neither teacher nor
pupils.

We attempt to develop practices for both individual persons
and environmental settings, and we assume historical respon-
sibilities fall upon each of us. Utopian visions emerging in
shared settings from social ecology work gives a value
framework that help to guide daily practice, and it provides ele-
ments for a serious critique of present society.

In conclusion, work that reveals the unified relationships be-
tween education, research and practice, can produce a draft for
a utopian vision, which involves many of these points. To the
extent to which they deal with the relationships among humans,
they could permit us to advance on this path of reconciliation
with Nature. Here is a challenge for our ideals, and it is our duty
to search for such a utopian vision and project.
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