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ABSTRACT
Environmental destruction and degradation that have occurred 
on planet Earth can be attributed largely to the current neo-liberal 
economic development paradigm, that considers Nature as simply the 
resource to be extracted and processed for human consumption and 
material growth. This paradigm does not consider the intrinsic values 
in Nature, including the values of life support-services, and goods of 
the natural ecosystem in the economic valuation system, and therefore, 
maintaining a healthy, productive, and resilient natural ecosystem 
becomes simply outside its analytical framework. The most important 
question that needs to be embedded into any development model 
is the question of values. If the assumptions of the current economic 
development model are not restructured and the ecological facts and 
values are not integrated into economic development model, humanity 
will inevitably face existential crisis on planet Earth. The scientific 
epistemology that embodies ecological principle of diversity, ecosystem 
resilience, interconnectedness, self-organizing complexity, and life 
sustaining environmental services provides the basis for building social 
and environmental sustainability. This necessitates the need for the 
integration of environmental ethics into development framework that 
can provide the guiding principle for human behavioral conduct. It is 
argued here that there is a need for a pragmatic environmental ethical 
paradigm that can integrate both the instrumental and intrinsic values in 
Nature and promote sustainable development that can lay the foundation 
for eco-civilization. Recognizing our fundamental interconnectedness 
with other life forms, self-organizing complexity of the living system 
and the interdependent nature of our existence, it behooves that 
development be pursued with a pragmatic environmental ethics that 
recognizes both the instrumental and intrinsic values in sociosphere 
(society) and ecosphere (nature). Ecosociocentrism, the proposed ethical 
framework, recognizes instrumental and intrinsic values in ecosphere 
and sociosphere. Ecosociocentrism envisages to integrate these values 
prevalent in ecosphere and sociosphere. Ecosociocentrism claims to 
provide a pragmatic environmental and development ethical framework 
for human behavioral conduct to live sustainably in good stewardship 
with Planet Earth, thus, paving the way to a new era of ecocivilization.
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METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK
The methodological framework includes critical 
review of current development paradigm, fol-
lowed by the analysis of the evolution and orga-
nization of natural system (planetary ecosystem) 
and the values associated with their attributes, and 
finally the conceptualization of a development 
paradigm that advocates facts and values-based 
development ethics which embraces value plural-
ism integrating instrumental and intrinsic values 
in nature. In the first section, paper examines the 
inherent assumptions and values of the dominant 
utilitarian development ethics responsible for de-
struction, degradation, and ecological overshoot 
of planetary ecosystem. In the second section, 
paper attempts to bring perspectives on how liv-
ing systems or ecosystems evolve and organize 
themselves in nature and how their attributes 
should be valued instrumentally or intrinsically 
or with value pluralism recognizing both instru-
mental and intrinsic values in nature. The paper 
reviews how facts and values are used in the de-
scription of reality and argues that facts and val-
ues cannot be treated separately and exclusively 
in describing reality. In the final section, the paper 
advances a framework of a new development par-
adigm called “Ecosociocentrism: The Earth First 
Paradigm”. The paradigm recognizes instrumen-
tal and intrinsic values in nature and presents a 
conceptual framework and principles postulating 
why human social, economic and technological 
system (sociosphere) must remain within the re-
generative capacity of planet Earth (ecosphere) to 
realize environmental sustainability, sustainable 
development goals, intergenerational equity and 
flourishing of all living entities in nature.

1.  DOMINANT DEVELOPMENT 
     PARADIGM
The prospect for environmental conservation 
and sustainable development appears bleak in 
the context of continuing current neoliberal de-
velopment paradigm without alteration in its 
basic assumptions, values, and approaches. The 
development strategies and policy instruments 
to address social and environmental problems of 
developing countries differ markedly from that of 
developed countries because of the different lev-
el of socio-economic development and environ-

mental problems. Different sets of policies and 
development strategies need to be considered for 
developed and developing countries if the pace of 
environmental destruction and degradation is to 
be minimized and the social goal of sustainable 
development is to be pursued and materialized 
(Upreti 1994). For this, it is necessary to come 
up with a new value-based development approach 
that provides balanced and comprehensive per-
spective on both social and the ecological/envi-
ronmental dimension of the problem.

Brown (1987) argues that complex environmental 
problems that require critical analysis using sci-
entific knowledge and wisdom are often delegat-
ed to scientific experts, consequently, the ethical 
questions that are embedded in these problems 
are often concealed, lost, or distorted in scientif-
ic communication, because the process requires 
that facts and values be separated. The values that 
cannot be ignored are translated into technical 
economic language in terms of economic costs 
and benefits analysis involving quantitative esti-
mates at the expense of qualitative ones. This re-
sults from the narrow scientific training of techni-
cal experts which leaves them unprepared to deal 
with the value based ethical issues (questions) in 
environmental public policy of nature conserva-
tion (Brown 1987). Ecologists, environmental 
economists and scholars in the field of policy 
analysis have argued for the inclusion of ethical 
evaluations in the analytic processes, however, 
most development practitioners in the policy field 
not only avoid analyzing moral or ethical issues 
but also think it unnecessary on the ground that 
such normative analysis is impractical or unde-
sirable (Johnson 1992; Jackson 2017; Raworth 
2017; Nash 1989; Upreti 1996; Matthews 1989; 
Kasser 2017; Korten 2018). One important reason 
for shunning ethical inquiry is that it frequently 
threatens the professional and political interests 
of both the development professionals and poli-
cymakers. They resist the potential challenges of 
moral evaluation to maintain their status quo.

The Intergovernmental Platform on Biodiversity 
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) (the science 
policy body of the world nation states) has re-
cently summarized the nature’s values into three 
broad categories, namely non-anthropocentric 
(intrinsic), instrumental and relational. Pascual 
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et al. (2017) argue that a pluralistic approach to 
recognizing the diversity of values is required for 
the transformative practices that aim at sustainable 
futures which requires recognizing and addressing 
power relationships across stakeholder groups that 
hold different values on human nature relations 
and nature’s contribution to humanity. These wide 
spectrums of values generated by the interplay of 
different and contrasting worldviews (anthropo-
centrism, ecocentrism & relational etc.) produce 
diverse perspectives on nature protection and con-
servation, intergenerational equity, and ways of 
achieving sustainable development goals. The big-
gest challenge is the reconciliation and recognition 
of these value perspectives and their integration 
into the decision-making processes that is domi-
nantly propelled by the economic utilitarian value 
system that recognizes exclusively the instrumen-
tal values of nature (value monism) let alone men-
tion the intrinsic and relational values. 

A critical study on the implementation of policy 
recommendations of IPBES by the powerful na-
tion states (USA, China, India, Brazil, & many 
others including EU) will reveal that its policy rec-
ommendations for the recognition of intrinsic and 
relational values of nature other than strictly instru-
mental values find their ways to the dustbin. This 
is because of the inherent flaws in the assumptions 
of current market driven neo-liberal development 
growth paradigm that thrives on ever increasing 
material consumption which treats nature as the 
resource to be extracted and consumed (Matthews 
1989; Naess 1999; Upreti 1996). Unless its un-
derlying assumptions and the principles are re-
structured and the impossibility of ever increasing 
infinite economic growth is duly recognized and 
is replaced by a steady state economy that oper-
ates within the regenerative capacity of the planet 
Earth (planetary ecosystem), the intergenerational 
equity, protection and conservation of nature and 
sustainable development are simply the rhetoric 
of empty talk and a Sisyphean myth (Daly 1993; 
Upreti 1994; Jackson 2017; Bonnet 2017; Korten  
2017; Ward et al. 2016).

The fundamental question is: is there a possibil-
ity of restructuring the fundamental assumptions 
of the market driven neo-liberal economic growth 
model? Are the political leaders of powerful nation 
states, development professionals, powerful inter-

national financial institutions, the corporate world, 
and the growth maniac economists who drive the 
decision-making processes willing to listen and 
consider changing the trajectory of current ecolog-
ically hostile growth paradigm? This is fundamen-
tally a critical question that defines what kind of 
development we human want and what kinds of 
ethical and normative values should guide human 
behavior in their relations to nature and other liv-
ing entities (species and ecosystems) in nature.

Economic utilitarian value ethics associated with a 
belief in infinite economic and material growth as 
the basis for good quality of life needs to be altered 
to understand the diversity of values of nature’s 
contribution. Application of value pluralism (in-
tegration of instrumental, intrinsic and relational 
values) requires not only well-grounded scientific 
epistemology that enables the trans-disciplinary 
collaboration across a broad range of natural and 
social sciences but also ensures the development 
of widely acceptable valuation approaches and 
techniques that can yield the intended results of 
intergenerational equity, nature protection, conser-
vation and sustainable development goals (Jackson 
2017; Ward et al. 2016; Lent 2017; Brown 1987; 
Pascual et al. 2017). Though it is extremely diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to come up with reasonable 
value pluralism (integrated values system), its ac-
ceptance and effective application largely depends 
upon the understanding and the willingness to con-
sider on the part of decision makers on one hand 
and the collective ecological consciousness of the 
masses of the people on the other hand. Science 
education polices, in general, and environmental 
educational studies and research, in particular, play 
critical roles in raising environmental awareness 
among younger generation and preparing a new 
batch of environmentally oriented politicians and 
professional decision makers. 

1.1  Ecological Overshoot
The speed at which ecological overshoot is ac-
celerating clearly indicates that existential threat 
is looming over humanity. This is vindicated by 
the fact that current resource extraction and con-
sumption patterns have depleted Earth’s natural 
resources at a much faster rate than they can be 
replenished. The march towards global catastrophe 
cannot be halted if government policies emphasize 



Environment / Review

36

Ecosociocentrism: The Earth First Paradigm for Environmental Sustainability and Sustainable Development

NJST | Vol 20 | No. 2 | July-Dec 2021

high GDP growth as a national priority and trans-
national corporations relentlessly pursue greater 
profit returns by ransacking the Earth, humanity 
will continue accelerating its fate towards global 
catastrophe. The world’s current consumption is 
running at 45 % above planet Earth’s sustainable 
biocapacity (regenerative capacity) which means 
that humanity is rapidly depleting the Earth’s for-
ests, animals, insects, fish, freshwater, and the top-
soil on which crops are grown. As Raworth (2017) 
points out humanity has already transgressed four 
of the nine planetary boundaries (biodiversity, land 
conversion, nitrogen and phosphorous loading 
and climate change) that define humanity’s safe 
operating space, and yet global GDP is expect-
ed to increase more than double by mid-century 
with potentially irreversible and devastating con-
sequences. Empirical data on human use of bio-
physical resources (biocapacity) indicate that our 
global ecological footprint is growing rapidly, fur-
ther overshooting what the biosphere can provide 
and absorb accelerating the shrinkage of available 
biocapacity on which humanity depend (Raworth 
2018; Jackson 2017). Globally humanity is con-
suming nature’s services much faster than nature 
can regenerate and assimilate the waste throughput 
they produce. The most important question that 
needs to be embedded into any development mod-
el is the question of values. If the assumptions of 
the current economic development model are not 
restructured and the ecological facts and values are 
not integrated into economic development model, 
humanity will inevitably face crisis in both, socio-
sphere (society) and ecosphere (nature). In 2017, 
over fifteen thousand scientists from 184 countries 
issued an ominous warning to humanity that time 
is running out to shift the course away from our 
current trajectory (Lent 2018).

Economists consider only the tangible benefits (the 
commodity values) determined by market forces 
and consequently overlook the ecological values 
of the life-support services and goods provided by 
diverse biotic community in the ecosystem even 
though planetary ecosystem is the source of all 
the material inputs and services necessary to pro-
duce man-made goods and services. The life sup-
port-services and material inputs of natural ecosys-
tem must be considered an important component 
of the economic production and valuation system 

and the principle of opportunity cost ought to be 
applied to maintaining a healthy natural ecosystem 
(Costanza et al. 2018; Upreti, 1994; Daly, 1993). En-
tire ecosystems should be valued for the goods and 
the services they produce. The fact that the health 
of economic system which comprises human hap-
piness and well-being is intricately and dialectical-
ly interlinked with the health of ecological systems 
makes it clear that our policies and valuation ap-
proach must be guided by the ecological laws and 
the values of protecting and maintaining the health 
of the ecological systems.

It is argued here that ecosystem health should be the 
central concern of environmental policy and strate-
gy to guide environmental and public values such 
as human health, economic, aesthetic, and moral. 
It should be the basis for protecting the processes 
that maintain and enhance the proper functioning 
of ecological systems on which depend the well-be-
ing of human being and other living beings in na-
ture. Therefore, ecosystem health and its protection 
should constitute the centerpiece of the modern 
development endeavor that requires an ethical val-
ue-based development approach that can reconcile 
the satisfaction of human needs with protection and 
conservation of nature and guide humanity to live 
within planetary means. 

1.2  Development Ethics
After the publication of widely cited report, Our 
Common Future (1987) by the World Commission 
on Environment and Development (WCED), the 
concept of sustainable development has undergone a 
considerable change. Number of scholars ever since 
the publication of this report have profoundly elab-
orated on the basic formulation and added relevant 
social and ecological dimensions of sustainability. 
Environmental sustainability necessarily means 
conducting anthropogenic activities within the limits 
of the regenerative capacity of biophysical environ-
ment. Social sustainability necessarily implies the 
patterns of resource uses, resource ownership and re-
source distribution. Without integration of environ-
mental/ecological facts and values into development 
model that recognizes the need to limit human ac-
tivities within planetary means in ecosphere (nature) 
and the fair, inclusive and equitable development 
patterns in sociosphere (society), sustainable devel-
opment becomes a Sisyphean myth (Upreti 1994).
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The principal reason why human beings act in 
ways that are destructive to ecological systems is 
because human beings do not see the interdepen-
dencies and interconnectedness between natural 
systems and their own lives. Human civilization 
is on the road to self-destruction unless humans 
give up thinking in linear material ways. The big-
gest predicament humanity faces today is that, 
on one hand, we want to preserve our natural en-
vironment; on the other hand, everything we do 
to grow our economy and increase our material 
standard of living disrupts and destroys the natu-
ral environment and our relationship with nature. 
Unless we raise our consciousness and learn to 
think in new ways to escape the pathology of our 
wrong thinking, the trajectory of the human civ-
ilization towards its path of annihilation cannot 
be changed. As Albert Einstein eloquently stated, 
“No problem can be solved from the same level 
of consciousness that created it”. 

This inherent contradiction that human beings 
are distinctly separate and independent of the rest 
of nature needs to be debunked and replaced by 
the perception and the understanding that human 
beings are as much a part of nature as nature is 
part of the human beings, the web of insepara-
ble interconnectedness. This is even more evi-
dent given the ever increasing and ecologically 
hostile modern consumerism of the plastics and 
synthetic products that are critically undermin-
ing the regenerative capacity of planet Earth 
(lands & oceans). For example, global plastics 
production in 2019 was 368 million metric tons; 
researchers have estimated that more than 8.3 
billion tons of plastic has been produced since 
the early 1950 and about 60% of that plastic 
has ended up in the natural environment (UNEP 
2021). Plastic waste has become so ubiquitous in 
the natural environment that scientists believe it 
could serve as a geological indicator of the An-
thropocene era (Wilson 2021). If current trends 
of consumption continue, by 2050 the plastic in-
dustry could account for more than 20% of the 
world’s total oil consumption and oceans could 
contain more plastics than fishes by 2050 (Wilson 
2021; Lent 2018). Environmentally and ethically 
conscious consumerism has vital role to bring a 
shift in consumer mindset and it can only be done 
through environmental and ethical education, and  

dissemination of scientific facts and values. 
The de-alienation of humanity from nature is  
possible only through ecological facts-based value  
consciousness and wisdom.

2.  AUTOPOIESIS AND ORGANIZATIONAL 
      COMPLEXITY IN NATURE
Maturana and Varela (1978) have been  
credited for developing a theory of living system 
that was closely related to Gregory Bateson’s 
work of 1972. Their works focused on autopoi-
esis, the pattern to be found inside of all living 
systems. Autopoiesis is the very essence of the 
living system that creates and sustains itself and 
generates life while maintaining its overall struc-
ture and organization. It is understood as the au-
tonomy of self-organizing systems, an ongoing 
self-creative process that exists within all living 
systems (Maturana & Varela 1978). 

It is recognized that a linear concept of causali-
ty cannot adequately explain the interactions that 
take place within complex systems. The classical 
linear scientific paradigm studied the carefully 
isolated phenomena that exhibited unidirectional 
cause and effect relationships that occur between 
interacting parts. As Capra (1999) points out, 
the classical epistemological paradigm cannot 
explain the negentropic processes in the growth 
and evolution of living organisms. The complex 
interactions of biological systems involve regu-
larities that seem to defy the second law of ther-
modynamics according to which entropy always 
increases. With every transformation of energy, 
there is some measure of that energy which is 
lost; ultimately pushing the universe toward ran-
domness and disorganization (Daly et al. 1996). 
Critics (Capra 1996 & 1999; Kauffman 1990; 
Bateson 1972; Maturana 1987) indicate that the 
second law of thermodynamics cannot adequate-
ly explain the evidence of continued biological 
negentropy. They argue that in their life-forms 
and patterns of interactions, living organisms 
have not tended toward randomness and disorga-
nization. Living systems entail a wide range of 
phenomena encompassing individual organisms, 
ecosystems, and human social systems. Living 
systems differentiate, evolve, and maintain in-
creasingly complex forms of social and self-or-
ganization. Such self-organization in biological 
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system is an anti-entropic phenomenon respon-
sible for the evolution of order and increased 
complexity within bio-ecological systems. The 
morphogenesis embodied in living systems ex-
emplifies negentropic or anti-entropic qualities 
that apparently defy the physical laws of nature. 
Living systems represent successful maintenance 
and increase of order within the prevailing ther-
modynamic drift towards randomness and disor-
ganization (Weckowicz 2000).

2.1  Instrumental and Intrinsic Values 
The proponents of deep ecology (Naess 1999; De-
vall 1999 & Sessions 1999) reject the man-in-en-
vironment image and argue in favor of the rela-
tional total-field image which not only dissolves 
man-in environment model but also recognizes 
the intrinsic nature of this relational total-field 
image of interconnectedness in nature. In my 
view, this state of human interconnectedness 
with other life forms and the self-organizational 
complexity of living system (planetary ecosys-
tem) and the interdependent nature of existence, 
qualifies to have intrinsic value. With the recog-
nition of this value, it behooves that we maintain 
the resilience and the beauty of this shared and 
embodied web of interconnectedness of which 
Homo sapiens is not only the keystone compo-
nent but also the dominant driver. It is imperative 
to realize that values and ethics do not originate 
from vacuum or any external source but emerge 
naturally from experience and understanding of 
our inseparable interconnectedness with all life 
forms and living systems that manifest as the in-
creased self-organizational complexity in nature 
which, we can safely call an intrinsic value for 
itself without digging deeper into any metaphysi-
cal abyss. Therefore, human actions and behavior 
that tend to preserve such intrinsic value (self-or-
ganizational complexity) in nature should be con-
sidered not only ethical but also necessary.

It is argued in this paper that there is a need for 
a new ethical paradigm that can integrate instru-
mental and intrinsic values in nature and univer-
sally promote sustainable development and lay 
the foundation of eco-civilization. Ethics has an 
important role in critiquing and reforming the 
dominant social development paradigm. It is 
fundamentally important to understand how our 

social and ecological values are determined and 
shaped by our worldviews within the framework 
of which, we perceive and interpret the worldly 
phenomena around us (Kuhn 1970). Our world 
view has conditioned our perception and under-
standing of the role of ethics in relation to the 
issues of development, environment, and conser-
vation. The professional conservationists stress 
the efficient long-term utilization of natural re-
sources and recognize only the instrumental val-
ues whereas eco-centrists (deep ecologists) stress 
the preservation of intrinsic values inherent in  
nature.

Buddhist philosophical view of interconnect-
edness and dependent co-origination (pratitya 
samutpad) and the ethical conducts of non-vio-
lence and reverence for life has the potential for 
liberating humanity from present predicament 
(Odin 1997; Wilson 1999; Schweitzer 1993; 
Capra 1993). Buddhism provides profoundly 
deeper sense of reverence for life in all forms to 
symbolize and identify with creation in nature and 
provides moral perspective against human ex-
cesses in all forms. From a Buddhist Eco-Dharma 
perspective, we ought to have a sense of sanctity 
for life and life processes on Earth that provides 
moral imperatives for their protection and pres-
ervation. It can be said that to develop a coherent 
and powerful environmental ethics, Buddhism 
offers the most pragmatic and useful perspective. 

The physicist James-Lovelock (1991) postulated 
a hypothesis (Gaia hypothesis) that Earth was a 
self-regulating system and has the capacity for 
homeostasis implying that it carries its internal 
adjustment through self-regulation (positive and 
negative feedback mechanism) in response to 
the changes to the outer world. Gaia hypothesis 
is close to “System Theory”. System theory (the-
ory of living system) provides the most logical 
formulation of the ecological worldview that has 
emerged as an alternative paradigm. One critical 
insight rendered by system theory of life is that 
life and cognition are inseparable, and the epis-
temological process is a self-organizational pro-
cess. The conventional model of knowledge is an 
image of independently existing fact which is the 
model derived from classical physics. The system 
theory views knowledge as the part of the process 
of life, a dialogue between object and subject, 
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knowledge, and life, and therefore, facts and val-
ues are inseparable from each other (Capra 1993 
& 1999; Schneider 1994; Wilson 1998). Gaian 
and system theory entail a whole new approach to 
the analysis of environmental policy, an approach 
that is both fact and value-driven rather than ex-
clusively fact-driven. This approach will help 
us to ask questions about global environmental 
problems and to explore system-oriented solu-
tions for resolving these problems. As the ancient 
Greeks realized, “Gaia would reward mankind 
with her bounty when treated well but equally 
she would revenge abuse” (Lovelock 1988). The 
choice is ours as to how we want to treat Gaia 
(planet Earth)?

2.2  Facts and Values in The Description  
       of Reality
Value is something we consider an ideal state of 
a thing, and the fact is the manifestation of that 
value. Harris (2001) asserts that values are in-
tertwined with facts and give meaning with the 
help of facts. In the absence of values, facts are 
meaningless and vice versa. Weber (1949) thinks 
that values and facts are interrelated and interde-
pendent each affecting the other and, therefore, 
they cannot be separated from one another in 
the description of a conceived reality. As Barton 
(1992) points out empiricism is the gathering of 
data through observations by human senses or 
calibrated scientific instruments. While conduct-
ing empirical study, the investigator describes the 
interaction between human senses and the unit of 
the study being observed. It cannot be denied that 
facts give meaning through the help of values and 
values through facts, and both become pre-requi-
site and mutually inclusive of each other. 

Objective science attempts to distinguish be-
tween value judgments and empirical knowledge 
and try to filter the factual truths. The facts-values 
conundrum consists of two parts; the gathering, 
systematizing, and synthesizing of information 
(assessment) is the factual part and the use of this 
information in decision making process consists 
of the value part. From a philosophical perspec-
tive, fact-value distinction is difficult to maintain 
because how we see facts strongly depends on 
our preconception and our value system (Hanson 
1958). Scientific epistemology and human values 

are intertwined, mutually dependent and shape 
each other. A neutral or objective assessment of 
fact and value is impossible, and they must be as-
sessed together (Hofmann et al. 2015). It is diffi-
cult to infer a conclusion about what one should 
do or what is valuable in a given situation only 
from the fact about that situation. It becomes nec-
essary to analyze the underlying value assump-
tions associated with the fact or the fact needs 
to be complemented by some value assumptions 
(Jonas 1985).

One consequence of the shift from a unitary to 
a pluralistic system of analysis (which is implic-
it in cognitive epistemology) is the rejection of 
value-free descriptive science. As Capra (1993) 
argues both epistemology and physical theory 
have been driven toward the conclusion that there 
exists no single, uniquely correct description of 
the physical world. The problem, however, is not 
that no consistent and accurate descriptions of 
the world exist; rather, there are too many. The 
world of experience is unavoidably complex, and 
there are many valid perspectives and scales upon 
which to describe and evaluate nature. From this, 
it follows that there is no unitary picture of reality 
against which a paradigm can be compared. To 
choose a paradigm is to choose one way of de-
scribing the world, a value-based approach. 

If facts are understood in proper context, what we 
call facts can become the values and vice versa. 
For example, if we consider it to be true that hu-
man existence and existence of other beings de-
pend on the ecological processes and integrity of 
the planetary ecosystem as facts based on ecolog-
ical and scientific knowledge we have acquired so 
far, then we certainly ought to value those ecolog-
ical processes and integrity of planetary ecosys-
tem and, hence, do our best to maintain and en-
hance those ecological processes and the integrity 
of planetary ecosystem. In this case, ecological 
processes and integrity of planetary ecosystem 
are both the description of facts and the values 
and cannot be separated from each other.

We can see that the preservation of integrity, re-
silience, and the beauty of the biotic communi-
ty as Leopold (1949) so emphatically stated, is 
possible only through the protection and preser-
vation of ecosystem health and processes. The 
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concept of ecosystem health entails its capacity 
for resilience, self-organization, and the mainte-
nance of the functional integrity of the ecosystem 
over time. This is a holistic and useful perspective 
which entails that preserving the integrity of eco-
systems and ecosystem processes is environmen-
tally more crucial than protecting the individual 
species or an entity of an ecosystem or members 
of a species. The quantification of ecological ser-
vices becomes much easier and tangible when it 
is pursued from ecosystem health perspective. 
The functional integrity of all the elements and 
the component of the ecosystem is pre-requisite 
for maintaining the health of the ecosystem. Nor-
ton and Ulanowicz (1992) argue that ecosystem 
health should be the central concern of any policy 
and management strategy to guide ecological-
ly understood environmental management and, 
therefore, all public values, such as human health, 
economic, aesthetic and moral should depend on 
protecting the processes that support and main-
tain the health of ecological systems.

The web of interdependence and interconnected-
ness has value in-itself and humans must make 
every effort to protect and prevent this web from 
breaking down. Leopold (1949), the most ardent 
advocate of environmental ethics, argued for a 
holistic, ecocentric morality called ‘the land eth-
ic’ which affirms that the life-forms that share the 
planet with people should be allowed to live as a 
matter of biotic right regardless of the presence or 
absence of advantage to humans. Leopold (1949) 
recognized the intrinsic value of the biotic com-
munity that formed the basis of his famous Land 
Ethics which states: ‘A thing is right if it main-
tains the integrity and the beauty of the land com-
munity, wrong if it does otherwise’.

Leopold’s ethical system recognizes this web of 
interdependence and interconnectedness and in-
cludes the whole of nature (the integrity of land, 
plants, animal, water, the air and everything that 
exists) and human obligations to respect and 
maintain this integrity. It can be argued that long 
standing existence in Nature carries with it an 
unimpeachable right to the continued existence 
of even those species that have apparently no 
significance to human. It is their existence value 
because they evolved and existed in the ecologi-
cal system. Naess (1999) recognizes the intrinsic 

rights of all species and assumes a moral duty to 
protect and preserve them.

In his best-selling book ‘The Web of Life’, Capra 
(1996) formulated a conceptual framework for 
understanding the comprehensive theory of liv-
ing systems by combining the study of the pattern 
and the structure with the living systems theory. 
This new understanding offered radically a new 
way of conceiving reality governed by patterns, 
structures and processes. According to Capra 
(1996) pattern, structure and process are different 
but inseparable aspects of the phenomenon of life 
and, therefore, to understand any living system, 
we must answer three questions: what is its struc-
ture? What is its pattern of organization? And 
what is the process of life? This framework is 
called a holistic worldview which sees the world 
as an integrated whole rather than a disassociated 
collection of parts. In a broader perspective and 
deeper sense, this can also be called an ecologi-
cal worldview which recognizes the fundamental 
interdependence of all phenomena including indi-
vidual entities and the societies embedded in the 
cyclical process of nature. This provides the basis 
for the evolution of system thinking that empha-
sizes the whole rather than the parts. System ap-
proach replaces the classical approach that postu-
lates that the behavior of a complex system can 
be analyzed in terms of the properties of its parts. 
System thinking posits that properties of the parts 
are not intrinsic, and they can be understood only 
within the context of the larger whole. As Capra 
(1996) succinctly stipulates the essential concept 
of interdependence and interconnectedness of 
system theory that restores human connection to 
the entire ecology of the natural and human com-
munities:

The theory of living systems discussed in this 
book provides a conceptual framework for the 
link between ecological communities and human 
communities. Both are living systems that exhibit 
the same basic principles of organization. They 
are networks that are organizationally closed, but 
open to the flows of energy and resources; their 
structures are determined by their histories of 
structural changes; they are intelligent because 
of the cognitive dimensions inherent in the pro-
cesses of life. We need to revitalize our commu-
nities including our educational communities, 
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business communities, and political communities 
so that the principles of ecology become manifest 
in them as principles of education, management, 
and politics.

As the current mainstream development para-
digm has been driving our current civilization 
inexorably toward planetary breakdown and the 
voices and the alternative worldviews toward a 
new form of civilization has been gaining ground, 
increasing numbers of people around the world 
will come to realize that a fundamentally different 
alternative development paradigm is needed. It is 
inevitable that humanity is headed for the greater 
transformation in its history whether it is in the 
form of global ecological collapse or a metamor-
phosis to a new foundation for eco-civilization. 
The biggest challenge of development ethics is to 
re-envision the development itself that can main-
tain both ecological and social integrity. It also re-
quires of the scientists, development profession-
als, thinkers, philosophers, and ethicists to work 
in close collaboration to translate the ecological 
and social axioms of sustainable development 
into reality. It is clear from the preceding discus-
sion that without maintaining social and ecologi-
cal integrity, it is impossible to conceive sustain-
able development and well-being of human and 
other life forms on planet Earth.

Development should be viewed as a process that 
brings qualitative improvements in the life of 
people and the environment in which they live 
and should be measured by the quality of life and 
the environment (both). Improvement in the qual-
ity of life is not possible without maintaining the 
quality of environmental resource base (healthy, 
resilient, and productive ecosystems). The human 
induced environmental impacts have manifested 
in the wanton destruction of planetary ecosys-
tems (biodiversity and ecosystems processes and 
wilderness) which produce life-supporting and 
sustaining environmental or ecological services. 
The life sustaining and enhancing environmental 
services and processes on which depend the very 
existence of human beings and other life forms 
in nature must be considered to have intrinsic 
values (the inherent value). Human caused envi-
ronmental destructions and degradations that un-
dermine the security and survival of all life forms 
including human beings must be considered  

immoral. The scientific epistemology that embod-
ies environmental ethics and embraces ecological 
principle of diversity, ecosystem resilience and 
interconnectedness, self-organizing (autopoietic) 
complexity and life supporting environmental 
services provide the basis for building environ-
mental and social sustainability. This necessitates 
the need for integration of environmental ethics 
and values into development framework and 
guiding principle for human behavioral conduct.

It can be argued from phenomenological and re-
lational perspective that things in nature exist in 
relationship in their very occurring and becom-
ing (dependent co-origination). The biophysical 
things, the biome and the ecosystems that exist in 
their manifold facets constitute the complex nex-
us and web of interdependence and interconnect-
edness. This is central to the existence of all liv-
ing system including human and it must receive 
a non-anthropocentric interest that can recognize 
its intrinsic values. Is not humanity better off with 
the recognition that human beings are an integral 
part of the nature just like any other being and 
that the web of interdependence and interconnect-
edness is what essentially sustaining the system 
and that the breakdown of this web will inevita-
bly endanger the existence of Homo sapiens as a 
species?

3.  ECOSOCIOCENTRISM: THE 
    EARTH FIRST PARADIGM
Ecological goods and services provide the basic 
infrastructural foundation upon which human 
economic and social systems have been built. For 
the sustenance of human economic and social 
systems and intergenerational equity, ethically 
the most powerful argument for sustainable de-
velopment is to maintain natural ecosystems in a 
functionally healthy state with minimum distur-
bances so that they can generate ecological goods 
and services across multiple human generations. 
Human driven ecosystem destruction and bio-
diversity extinctions is an irreversible process, 
which undermines the ecological sustainability of 
human economic and social system endangering 
the very survival of humanity and all life forms. 
All ecological goods and services are in the do-
main of public goods and must be protected from 
individual and corporate greed and ecologically 
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hostile consumerism and preserved for the greater 
good of humanity and the living system.

It is sadly disappointing to note that environmen-
tal services produced by natural ecosystem, de-
spite being so vitally important for our own ex-
istence, have not received an adequate attention 
even from the scientific community. The scien-
tific community has committed to a piecemeal 
approach of preserving and conserving a specific 
organism here and there let alone talk about the 
economists and politicians who refuse to accept 
the fact that the human economic system is depen-
dent on the larger planetary ecosystem and that it 
must operate within the bound of ecological laws 
for its own survival and stability. The science of 
ecology has established that things in nature are 
biophysically interdependent, individuals are sus-
tained as integral members of local ecosystems, 
which, in turn, are nested in overarching regional 
or global systems.

Life becomes impossible when the self-organiz-
ing or autopoietic capacity of ecological (biolog-
ical) system is damaged and destroyed beyond 
certain threshold or resilience. Higher the amount 
of ecological and cultural diversity in nature and 
society, greater is the ability of natural and so-
cial system to adapt and cope with the disaster 
and crises because such diversities have evolved 
through a long evolutionary process of natural 
and cultural selections. By maintaining and pre-
serving ample amount of ecological (biological) 
and broad range of cultural diversity, the natural 
and the social systems retain a far greater organi-
zational flexibilities, options, and adaptive solu-
tions to the emergence of new crises. I argue that 
political economy decisions must be made within 
the epistemological paradigm of ecology if we 
truly desire sustainable development and human 
happiness and if sustainable development is not to 
become Sisyphus’s myth. The fact that the health 
of economic and social system which encompass-
es human happiness and well-being is dialectical-
ly interlinked and intertwined with the health of 
ecological systems, makes it clear that our devel-
opment policies must be guided by the ecolog-
ical laws, wisdom, and the values of protecting 
and maintaining the health of these ecosystems. 
Planet Earth is the niche of the Homo sapiens. No 
living organism can survive if it destroys its own 

niche. Should human techno-cultural evolution 
be the cause of the destruction of the very natural 
niche of its own existence? Homo sapiens must 
seek the answer in the rich history of its own evo-
lution before it is too late.

Natural systems are characterized by certain 
dynamic processes, attributes or properties that 
evolved or originated through million years of 
evolutionary processes. These attributes or the 
properties of natural system can be considered 
to have certain values (instrumental & intrin-
sic) as depicted in the figure 1 (conceptualiza-
tion of instrumental and intrinsic values in na-
ture). Self-organizational complexity, resilience,  
diversity, and interconnectedness are the attributes 
of the natural system, and these attributes can be 
regarded as both instrumental and intrinsic val-
ues. Recognition and protection of these values in 
the natural system on planet Earth is the essential  
condition for sustaining the future of mankind and  
the living system. 

What we need today is the development ethics 
that recognizes these values in planetary ecosys-
tem and guide human actions and behavior to live 
within the planetary means. It calls to our atten-
tion for the moral necessity of behavioral chang-
es from anthropocentric worldview that regards 
values in nature as only instrumental not intrinsic. 
This value judgement must be critically re-exam-
ined in the light of current ecological crisis and 
the recognition of inherent values of self-organi-
zational complexity and the negentropy of living 
system (ecosystem and ecosystem processes) in 
nature. These values in nature (self-organization-
al complexity, diversity, resilience, interconnect-
edness etc.) should be treated as both intrinsic 
and instrumental but not mutually exclusive. For 
example, how should we treat the biotic pyramid 
that describes the movement of life from the soil 
and the microorganisms therein through vege-
tation, through herbivores and to the carnivores 
and primates. The value contained in a pyramid 
is correlated with the richness of the base, the 
number of levels, the diversity of the forms and 
the complexity of the living forms at the top. The 
biotic pyramid does have intrinsic value and this 
pyramid, the web of the interconnectedness de-
serves to be treated as intrinsic value in-itself and 
for itself. 
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The overriding necessity is to develop a new 
global ethics, the one that seeks to preserve and 
enhance the integrity of planetary ecosystems 
and processes in ecosphere and equity, social jus-
tice, and human prosperity in sociosphere (social 
sphere). This requires a shift from the prevail-
ing paradigm of egocentric anthropocentrism to 
a new paradigm of development that adopts the 
holistic approach embedded in System Theory, 
Gaia Hypothesis and Buddha’s Eco-Dharma prin-
ciple (dependent co-origination) that recognize 
interdependence and interconnectedness as the 
existential foundation of social and ecosystemic 
well-being of the living system on planet Earth. 
The development paradigm with ethical system 
that recognizes the intrinsic and instrumental 
values of the diverse life-forms, the web of inter-
connectedness and self-organizing complexity in 
nature and affirms that humanity must live within 
the means of the planet Earth to ensure perpetua-
tion of all species including Homo sapiens is the 
paradigm of the emancipation of humanity from 
its current egocentric anthropocentrism. I would 
like to call this paradigm as “Ecosociocentrism: 
The Earth First Paradigm”, which seeks to pro-
tect and maintain the web of interconnectedness, 
interdependence, self-organizing complexity and 
enables the actualization of human potential in 

sociosphere and the potential of diverse life forms 
(biodiversity) and ecosystems in ecosphere. 

The term ecosociocentrism has been derived 
from blending two rather contrasting terms, eco-
centrism and sociocentrism. The fundamental 
assumption of the proposed paradigm (ecoso-
ciocentrism) is that we are materially, spiritually, 
and inseparably interconnected to the rest of the 
nature (the cosmos). This understanding helps us 
to recognize the instrumental and intrinsic values 
in nature and conceptualize the justification for 
both conservation and preservation. The current 
mechanistic and egocentric worldview does not 
recognize such interconnectedness with nature. 
The ecosociocentric worldview recognizes the 
fact that we must act judiciously to restore our 
ruptured relationships with planet Earth and rein-
vigorate biospheric ecosystem processes. Ecoso-
ciocentrism embodies the moral insight that rec-
ognizes the intrinsic values of other life forms in 
nature and that we are a part of nature, and all 
living beings are our fellow creatures in creation. 
The proposed paradigm “ecosociocentrism” pos-
tulates that human actions that protect the self-or-
ganizing property of life, resilience, diversity, 
interconnectedness, and the functional integrity 
of the planetary ecosystem is right and morally 
wrong, if they do otherwise.

Fig. 1. Conceptualization of Instrumental and Intrinsic Values in Nature
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Ecosociocentrism embraces the core princi-
ples that sustain living systems coexisting 
stably in planetary ecosystem. It draws in-
sights and the understanding from how eco-
systems self-organize and function in nature 
that can offer a model for how human could 
organize society in ways that could enable 
sustainable living. In nature, organisms de-
velop multiple symbiotic relationships in 
which each organism takes and gives recip-
rocally. In a proper functioning ecosystem, 
organisms thrive by optimizing their own 
existence within the network of relationship 
that promotes conditions for their common 
good. The resilience created by the dynam-
ic interactions can maintain the integrity of 
the ecosystems for many thousands and even 
million years. Human social ecology must 
embrace the principles of ecosystem health 
and the interconnectedness that sustain all 
living systems.
3.1  Conceptual Framework of   
      Ecosociocentrism
The conceptual framework of ecosociocen-
trism as depicted in fig.2 stipulates that hu-
man social and economic system must remain 

within the regenerative capacity (biocapaci-
ty) of the ecosphere for sustainable future 
of humanity and the perpetuation of living 
system. Since integrity and sustainability of 
human social and economic system (socio-
sphere) is interconnected and dependent upon 
the integrity and sustainability of planetary 
ecosystem (ecosphere), resource extraction, 
production, processing, consumption, and 
waste throughput must remain within regen-
erative capacity of the Planet Earth to realize 
sustainable development, intergenerational 
equity, and flourishing of all living entities 
in Nature. The conceptual framework stipu-
lates that sustainable development is incon-
ceivable when the rate of resource extraction, 
consumption, and waste throughput produc-
tion from sociosphere exceeds the regener-
ative and assimilative capacity of ecosphere 
or biosphere. Sociosphere (human social and 
economic system) is the sub-system of the 
ecosphere, and the nature of their interaction 
is dialectical manifested not in linear rather 
in cyclical progression propelled and main-
tained by positive and negative feedback 
mechanisms. 

Fig. 2. Conceptual Framework of Ecosociocentrism: The Earth First Paradigm
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Ecosociocentrism holds that the autonomous 
self-organizing property of life, diversity, resil-
ience, interconnectedness, and coevolution are 
the intrinsic properties of the planetary ecosys-
tem which have values in themselves and must 
be allowed to flourish, both in ecosphere and 
sociosphere. This paradigm states that human ac-
tions that promote social and ecosystemic health, 
resilience and diversity are morally right and just 
and human actions that degrade social and eco-
system health, resilience, and diversity are mor-
ally wrong and unjust. The ecosociocentric para-
digm demands that anthropogenic activities must 
be reconciled with social and ecological integrity 
for flourishing and fulfilment of both human and 
biotic community. The nine principles presented 
below provide the foundational basis and em-
body the developmental and ethical imperatives 
of Ecosociocentrism.

3.2 Principles of Ecosociocentrism  
Based on scientific and epistemological studies, 
discoveries, innovation and understanding of hu-
man social-cultural and physical and natural evo-
lutionary processes, ecosociocentrism has con-
ceptualized the following nine principles. These 
principles provide the rational basis for accom-
plishing environmental sustainability, sustainable 
human development, intergenerational equity, 
flourishing and actualization of all living system 
(entities) in Nature. These principles presuppose 
and form the basis for developing a pragmatic 
environmental and development ethics that can 
guide human behavior to live sustainably in good 
stewardship of Planet Earth and herald a new era 
of ecocivilization:

1. 	 Human social and economic system (so-
ciosphere) is a sub-system of the larger bio-
physical system (ecosphere) or the planetary 
ecosystem and cannot exist independently. 
Sustainability of human social and economic 
system is invariably interconnected with and 
dependent upon the integrity and sustainabili-
ty of biophysical system or the ecosphere.

2. 	 Sustainable development is inconceivable 
when the rate of resource extraction, con-
sumption and throughput production from hu-

man social and economic system exceeds the 
regenerative and assimilative capacity or the 
biocapacity of the biophysical system (eco-
sphere). Human socio-economic sub-system 
must operate within the regenerative capacity 
of the ecosphere or biophysical system of the 
Planet Earth.

3. 	 The nature of the interaction between so-
ciosphere (human social-economic system) 
and the ecosphere is dialectical both causing 
changes in each other which gives rise to a 
new relational state or equilibrium that may 
be less or neutral or more detrimental to the 
well-being of human beings and other life 
forms in nature.

4. 	 Human rationality, intellect and wisdom can 
change the trajectory of the environmental 
crisis and detrimental changes (global warm-
ing, climate change and destruction of plane-
tary ecosystem) and its consequences towards 
environmental and social sustainability in 
which actualization of human potential and 
flourishing of other life forms is possible. 

5. Human caused destruction and degradation 
of planetary ecosystem that generates life 
sustaining environmental goods and services 
undermines the security and survival of all 
life forms including human beings. Humanity 
cannot survive by destroying its own niche, 
the Planet Earth. Save Earth First to save hu-
manity and rest of the biotic community. 

6. 	 The life sustaining environmental services 
and interconnectedness, self-organizing com-
plexity on which depend the very existence of 
human beings and other life forms in nature 
must be considered to have both instrumental 
and intrinsic values.

7. 	 Protection and preservation of biological di-
versity, ecosystem resilience and the web of 
interconnectedness, self-organizing complex-
ity of life and life sustaining environmental 
services provide the fundamental basis for 
building social and environmental sustain-
ability.

8. 	 Humanity’s development endeavor and be-
havioral conducts must be guided with a prag-
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matic environmental and development ethics 
that embodies both instrumental and intrinsic 
values in nature and cultivates and nurtures 
humanity to live sustainably within the means 
of the Planet Earth. 

9. 	 Ecosociocentrism (the Earth First Paradigm) 
states that humanity’s actions that protect the 
integrity, resilience and the functioning of the 
planetary ecosystem are right and just, and 
morally wrong, if they do otherwise.

4.  CONCLUSION
Certain attributes or properties of natural system 
that evolved through million years of evolution-
ary processes can be considered to have intrinsic 
values. These attributes namely, self-organiza-
tional complexity (autopoiesis), resilience, diver-
sity, and interconnectedness can be considered to 
have both instrumental and intrinsic values. It is 
inconceivable to sustain the existence of human-
kind and the living system without recognizing 
and protecting these values in natural system. A 
development ethics that recognizes these values 
in planetary ecosystem and guide anthropogenic 
actions and behavior to live within the planetary 
means is necessary. Such development ethics 
must treat these values as both instrumental and 
intrinsic and seek to preserve and enhance the in-
tegrity of planetary ecosystems and processes in 
ecosphere and equity, social justice, and human 
prosperity in sociosphere (social sphere). This 
calls for a shift from the prevailing hyper-anthro-
pocentric paradigm to a new paradigm of develop-
ment that adopts the holistic approach embedded 
in System Theory, Gaia Hypothesis and Buddha’s 
Eco-Dharma principle (dependent co-origination) 
that recognize interdependence and interconnect-
edness, diversity, and organizational complexity 
(autopoiesis) as the existential foundation of so-
cial and ecosystemic well-being of the living sys-
tem on planet Earth. This paradigm can appropri-
ately be called as “Ecosociocentrism: The Earth 
First Paradigm”. Ecosociocentrism postulates 
that the autonomous self-organizing property of 
life, diversity, resilience, interconnectedness, and 
coevolution are the intrinsic properties of the 
planetary ecosystem and have values in them-
selves and, therefore, must be allowed to flourish, 
both in ecosphere and sociosphere. 

The Earth First Paradigm regards human actions 
that promote social and ecosystemic health, resil-
ience and diversity as morally right and just and 
human actions that degrade social and ecosystem 
health, resilience, and diversity as morally wrong 
and unjust. The nine principles embodied by this 
paradigm provide the foundational basis for de-
velopmental and ethical imperatives of Ecoso-
ciocentrism. They provide the rational basis for 
accomplishing environmental sustainability, sus-
tainable development, intergenerational equity, 
flourishing and actualization of other living sys-
tem (entities) in Nature. These principles provide 
the basis for integrating pragmatic environmental 
and development ethics that can guide human be-
havior to live sustainably in good stewardship of 
Planet Earth.
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