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ABSTRACT

Neither ecologists nor economists can teach us what we most need to know
about nature: how to value it. The Hebrew prophets claimed that there can be no
intelligent human ecology except as people learn to use land justly and charita-
bly. Lands do not flow with milk and honey for all unless and until justice rolls
down like waters. What kind of planet ought we humans wish to have? One we
resourcefully manage for our benefits? Or one we hold in loving care? Science
and economics can’t teach us that; perhaps religion and ethics can.
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Science and conscience have a complex, elusive relationship, nowhere better
illustrated than in the relationship between environmental science and caring for
the Earth. Facts are discovered in nature; values are ‘placed’ there by humans —at
least many claim. Environmental science is one thing. Environmental advocacy
is another. One has to connect facts in Earth science with values in environmental
policy. Making these connections is more urgent than ever; indeed, the future
of the planet and all those who reside on it turns on this.

But, most will say, if we wish to know how to care for the Earth, we should
ask an ecologist, or a soil scientist, or somebody like that. Ecology is strikingly
like medical science. Both are therapeutic sciences. Ecologists are responsible
for environmental health, which is really another form of public health. Health
is not just skin-in; it is skin-out too. One cannot be healthy in a sick environ-
ment. Health is something it is easy to advocate and the criteria seem to be
scientific.
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But ecologists have no special competence in evaluating what rebuilding
of nature a culture desires, and how far the integrity of wild nature should be
sacrificed to achieve this. A people on a landscape will have to make value judg-
ments about how much original nature they have, or want, or wish to restore,
and how much culturally modified nature they want, and whether it should be
culturally modified this way or that. Ecologists may be able to tell us what our
options are, what will work and what will not, what is the minimum baseline
health of landscapes. But there is nothing in ecology per se that gives ecologists
any authority or skills at making these further social decisions. Science does
not enable us to choose between diverse options, all of which are scientifically
possible.

At this point, science, unaided, does not teach us what we most need to know
about nature: how to value it. There really is no scientific guidance of life. After
four centuries during which science has progressively illuminated us about the
facts of nature, the value questions are as sharp and as painful as ever. Science
can, and often does, serve noble interests. Science can, and often does, become
self-serving, a means of perpetuating injustice, of violating human rights, of
making war, of degrading the environment. Nothing in science ensures against
philosophical confusions, against rationalising, against mistaking evil for good,
against loving the wrong gods. The whole scientific enterprise of the last four
centuries could yet prove demonic, a Faustian bargain. as we turn to face a new
century, indeed a new millennium. As good an indication as any of that is our
ecological crisis.

Lest you think I am picking on the sciences, I can equally substitute the word
‘economics’ for ‘science’ in what 1 have just been claiming. (Alternately put,
‘science’ in the preceding claims, includes ‘economic science’.) Economists
have no special competence in evaluating what rebuilding of nature a culture
desires, or how far the integrity of wild nature should be sacrificed to achieve
this. Economists, like the ecologists, may be able to tell us what our options
are, what will work and what will not. But there is nothing in economics per
se that gives economists any authority or skills at making these further social
decisions. Economics does not enable us to choose between diverse options,
all of which are economically possible.

At this point, economics, unaided, does not teach us what we most need to
know about nature: how to value it. There really is no economic guidance of life.
After four centuries during which economics has progressively illuminated us
about how we can transform nature into the goods we want, the value questions
raised in economics too are as sharp and as painful as ever. Economics can,
and often does. serve noble interests. Economics can, and often does, become
self-serving, a means of perpetuating injustice, of violating human rights, of
making war, of degrading the environment. Nothing in economics ensures against
philosophical confusions, against rationalising, against mistaking evil for good,
against loving the wrong gods. The whole economic enterprise of the last four
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