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Abstract 

 

The Milieu as Common Grounds for Global Environmental Ethics 

 

 

Laÿna Droz-dit-Busset 

 

 

 

This doctoral dissertation develops the concept of milieu (fūdo) inspired by the Japanese 

Philosopher Watsuji Tetsurō and applies it in the fields of environmental ethics and global 

political philosophy. It aims at building a motivational framework that supports sustainable 

ways of life and that can be consensual in the global context of pluralism of worldviews. The 

concept of milieu captures how we act within and perceive our surrounding environment as 

covered by webs of meanings and values that are culturally, historically and geographically 

situated. It covers the external dimension of relational interdependence, the internal dimension 

of phenomenological experience, the temporal dimension of dynamic changes and the spatial 

dimension of global interconnection. Individuals are shaped by and shaping the milieus they 

are living in. Insofar as individual phenomenological agents contribute to shaping their milieu, 

they are morally responsible for the imprints left by their ways of life. Individual moral 

responsibility for environmental harm is thus rooted in the inseparable relation between 

individuals and their milieu, and directed towards sustainability. Further, if flourishing human 

life is concretely intertwined with meaningful adaptable and nurturing milieus, then these must 

be included in the definition of sustainability. Finally, as most environmental problems have a 

global scope that goes beyond situated milieus, the question of how to build common grounds 

in the context of pluralism of worldviews is addressed. 

 

Keywords: environmental ethics, common grounds, milieu, global ethics, vulnerability, fūdo, 

sustainability, individual moral responsibility, consensus, interventionism, globalization, 

transmission, decision-making. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Philosophical and conceptual reasoning is needed to understand the depths of the current 

global environmental crisis and to provide some sustainable solutions to it, adapted to 

individual questionings on how to lead a good life in our present world. In an attempt to make 

a humble contribution to this immense enterprise, in my thesis, I argue that the milieu is a 

common ground for a consensual environmental ethics. Before entering into the discussion of 

the concept of the milieu and the argumentation, I need to set the stage of the reasoning. I first 

describe the environmental and social situations that compose the current state of environmental 

urgency. Second, I describe the dominant key ideas underlying and informing the current 

situation. Third, I discuss the pragmatist approach of my project determined by the need for 

consensus. Finally, I describe the methodological implications of this approach and my 

personally situated standpoint. 

 

 

1.1. Environmental urgency 

 

First and foremost, it is important to situate my reasoning in the specific socio-political 

context and environmentally challenged world in which we are living here and now. Indeed, 

my project is all but detached from these concrete external constraints. It is driven by the need 

to understand better my relation to and what I can do about the environmental problems tinged 

by the socio-political contexts. It is why I start by sketching the contemporary environmental 

situation and the social situation.  

 

1.1.1. Environmental situation 

Our era is characterized by environmental problems such as pollution, climate change and 

severe biodiversity loss. Environmental problems are often intertwined and mutually 

reinforcing. For example, the rapid deforestation in the Amazon increases the effects of climate 

change by reducing the Planet’s carbon sink, induces desertification in the long run, and worsen 

biodiversity loss by reducing the habitat of many species. Among them, species extinction is 

particularly disturbing. As Martin Gorke puts it: “It is irreversible, and it indicates that if 

destruction of nature continues, a point will eventually be reached at which even our own 

species may cease to exist or at least may forfeit all hopes of leading a good life”(emphasis in 

original). 1  This quote connects directly the severity of the environmental problems with 

fundamental philosophical questions such as the nature and meaning of human existence, and 

the normative assessment of what is a good life. Environmental problems are not merely 

questions of facts and of the best technology to be used to improve the material situation. They 

also question directly our ways of life, our choices of life, the meanings and values that we 

attach to different ways of leading one’s life, and to human life itself.  

 Ethics is the area of philosophy dealing with how we should lead our lives, and how we 

                                                             
1 Martin Gorke, The Death of Our Planet’s Species – A Challenge to Ecology and Ethics. Translated from German 

by Patricia Nevers, Island Press, Washington, 2003, p. 5. 
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should behave in the everyday life. Understood in these terms, ethics exists in every human 

culture at all times. It is rooted in the very fact that we are able to reflect on ourselves, on our 

actions, and on our behaviours. Until the last century, the realm of ethics was generally confined 

to behaviours and action between individual fellow humans, and to behaviours between and 

towards groups of humans. On its margin, it sometimes included behaviours towards other 

elements of our world, such as animals, plants, rocks, or deities, wind and spirits. As guiding 

norms and rules of how to live, it was largely localized and tightly intertwined with local 

cultures, social contexts, and specific environmental challenges. Even if people moved and 

ideas were always exchanged all around our unique planet, for most people, questions of ethics 

were limited to their current actions towards other beings in presence.  

 Economic globalization and technologies of communication have extended the reach of 

our daily actions to spaces and times beyond our physically situated standing point. Eating an 

Ecuadorian avocado in Europe means supporting the ways of production of the fruit in Central 

America and the transportation used. Consuming electricity in Japan means encouraging the 

continuation of the uranium supply chains starting in Australia, Canada or Kazakhstan. Most of 

the environmental problems we are facing nowadays are consequences of a global increase in 

consumption of material goods, which are processed and transported on long distances. This 

state of affairs is rooted in a mainstream consumerist framework nourished by ideologies such 

as economic globalization and liberal capitalism. 

 The champions of technical or technological optimism believe and argue that most of 

these environmental problems are not to be worried about, because they can be counterbalanced 

by technological intervention. For instance, the adverse effects of climate change could be 

mitigated by the deliberate and large-scale manipulation of the Earth’s climate system, known 

as geoengineering. Despite their vehemence, it cannot be expected to solve all environmental 

problems by a sudden improvement in technological knowledge. The best example of this 

impossibility is species extinction. Even if technology improves significantly and offers the best 

possible solutions at a given time, relying exclusively on it would ignore that the roots of the 

problems are in the choices of behaviours informed by our worldviews and ethical reflections 

we make. Somehow, the latter may be exactly what make us human, and what give subjective 

meanings to our individual existence. Reflecting up it is thus a worthwhile choice. 

  

1.1.2. Social situation 

Nowadays more than ever, our individual actions are interwoven with webs of social 

structures and systems. Rare are those who consume exclusively what they produce with their 

own hands using homemade tools. Cellphones have conquered the most remote communities 

making them part of the buzzing world web of exchange of information. But as liberating and 

free as it might look from a sedentary perspective, this web itself is compartmentalized and 

organized by the intervention of states and various other actors and limitations, from the 

language used to the design of the algorithms of the programs used.  

The current socio-political organization of the world’s human societies is centred on state 

sovereignty and the rule of law. At the same time, economic lobbies and multinationals have 

tremendous power over politics and social organizations. In many cases, the governments are 

hostages of economic lobbies. These lobbies are focused on short-term profit in opposition to 
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long-term sustainability. Environmental laws and the efficiency of their enforcement are the 

result of continuous more or less transparent negotiations between groups of stakeholders, 

including government officials and economical lobbies, as well as political parties, the scientific 

community, the media and civil society. As a result of this often obscure negotiation process, 

environmental laws not only have severe gaps, but their enforcement is also occasionally 

unsatisfying. Dependent on regions and states, examples of gaps in environmental laws range 

from lack of regulation to control irregular uses of land by individuals and enterprises, to 

uncomplete listing of hazardous substances leading to the improper disposal of harmful wastes. 

While governments, NGOs and scientists work on improving and updating the legislation, other 

individuals and enterprises, knowingly or unknowingly take advantages of these gaps to 

continue practices degrading the environment and depleting natural resources. 

Umbrella organizations such as the United Nations bodies and international NGOs have 

limited power as they depend on state sovereignty, and states are widely affected by various 

types and levels of influence by the economical lobbies. Different programs developed by 

international organizations attempt to skip the states and the problem of law enforcement by 

empowering local communities and individuals. Some of these projects can be found under the 

label “localization of the Sustainable Development Goals” 2 . They aim to empower local 

communities by sharing mainly educational resources (sometimes also financial and legal 

resources). Despite an encouraging start, the success of these initiatives remains limited, and is 

always restricted by dominant actors inside nation-states, be it the government, the military, the 

economical corporations, or others.  

In the recent years, social media have taken a tremendous importance in designing the 

global discourses. On the one hand, this can seem worrying, as it gives immense socio-political 

powers to social media platforms such as Facebook, WeChat, Line, etc. These are before all 

enterprises seeking profits, and not social mediators of conflicts. Yet, by becoming the stage of 

conflicts and the main space where some groups express their worries and discontentment, they 

are also called to play a much larger role than keeping the servers running and protecting the 

data of their users from hackers. Indeed, any small change in the design of the algorithms can 

have a massive impact on who sees what kind of information, and so on shaping public opinion. 

Indeed, as we could observe in the narratives of the classical media in the aftermaths of the 

USA 2016 presidential election, social phenomena supported by social media platforms such 

as Facebook and Twitter seemed to be “out of control”.  

On the other hand, social media platforms have also been used to give a voice to 

underrepresented people, and they are a central tool of activism, including environmental 

activism. They are not only used by individual users, but also by governments, NGOs, research 

institutes and UN bodies to actively try to influence the global discourse “for the better”. For 

example, in the case of biodiversity conservation, social media marketing campaigns have been 

said to make a decisive difference in the success or failure of conservation projects.3  Most 

environmental NGOs funding, at least in Western countries, is coming from individual members, 

by membership fees, donations or legs. Social media campaigning is a crucial tool for these 

NGOs to reach to potential new members and to raise awareness about the issue they are 

                                                             
2 See for example : http://localizingthesdgs.org/discover-tools 
3  Droz, L. 2018, Cross-cultural Environmental Ethics and Activism in Japan and Taiwan, Proceedings of the 

International Conference on Multicultural Democracy, May 10th- 13th 2018, Fukuoka, Japan. 
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working on.  

In sum, the landscape of nowadays’ applied ethical thinking has widely changed from a 

hundred years ago. Individual ethical agents (taken to be any conscious human being) are 

connected and exchanging with more conversation partners than ever before. The consequences 

of individual agents’ actions are also taking place at a very large scale. We are all connected to 

other human beings through our shared environment, through the economic ties of trade, and 

through the traditional media (newspapers, radio, TV) and the Internet and social media. In 

other words, we are interacting at an unprecedented scale, and any interaction has social, and 

often environmental consequences. We thus need shared moral standards applying to all human 

beings. We need some common guidelines to orientate our behaviour beyond our immediate 

surroundings. Drafting a possible tentative is the purpose of this dissertation. 

 

 

1.2. Current dominant key ideas 

  

 We think, take decisions and justify our decisions with ideas and concepts, situated in a 

specific worldview. Because they are immaterial and complex to grasp, they may seem 

inconsequential and secondary to “real” and measurable facts and actions of the concrete 

material world. Yet, they are not only the hand of the compass we use to orientate ourselves 

when taking an ethical decision. They are also the design of the compass itself, the symbols on 

its face and, finally, they are the reasons that make us put out the compass and look at it, or 

leave it in our pocket and turn away. As I attempt to work with ideas, concepts and worldviews 

in an effort that would modify some existing ones towards other potentially “better” ones, I first 

need to describe briefly what are the dominant concepts and worldviews underlying the social 

and environmental situations we are in today. 

  

1.2.1. Nature and resources 

 A key concept in the dominant worldview on the relationship that human beings have 

with nature is the idea of resources. The environment is providing resources to human beings. 

These resources are there for us, and we need to exploit them, to use them and to manage them 

in the best way we can. It would be a pity if we waste them. Accordingly, the environment is 

seen as a passive chemico-physical receptacle replaceable by technology. If we come to the 

point where we don’t have a specific resource anymore, we just need to use a technological 

substitute to it. There is no other value to the environment that for it to be used by us. Generally, 

this usage is understood as merely the consumption of material resources. Sometimes, it also 

includes the notion of non-material benefits such as aesthetical and recreational ones.  

 The concept of ecosystem services grew to be an essential part of the mainstream 

debates on the ways humans can and should use the natural resources smartly. They refer to the 

benefits that humans gain from “properly” functioning ecosystems. Ecosystem services have 

been divided into four categories popularized by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment. 

According to it, drinking water is a provisioning service, climate cycles are regulating services, 

natural pollination of human-grown crops is a supporting service, and a beautiful landscape is 

a cultural service for its spiritual and recreational benefits. Often, monetary values are assigned 
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to each specific service in an attempt to help decision-makers making trade-offs and 

economically efficient policies. This commodification of ecosystem services allows them to be 

sold to the private sector and to be traded in markets. 

 This brings us to the main axiological debate in environmental ethics – the question of 

assigning what type of value to what entities. One of the main criticisms addressed to the 

concept of ecosystem services as used in the mainstream to foster commodification of natural 

elements is precisely that it reduces these elements to having only an instrumental value. 

According to the view that is largely opposed in environmental ethics, to attribute solely 

instrumental values to natural elements providing ecosystem services amounts to judging them 

to be exchangeable for something else (generally a technological substitute) providing 

equivalent services. For example, this would mean that if technology was able to compensate 

totally the “work” of insect pollinators, then the dramatic extinction of most of the pollinator 

species would no longer be a problem. This would at least hold for the ugly and unnoticeable 

species that enjoy no fame nor affection from human beings, and so that do not provide any 

“recreational” services.  

 This axiological debate is one of the widest debates in contemporary applied 

environmental philosophy, and philosophers have been suggesting diverse ways to bypass these 

problems. One way to clarify the debate is to distinguish three main categories in which 

nonhuman natural elements have value for human beings.4 They have first a fundamental value 

because they provide the basic conditions for life on earth. They also provide the basic 

conditions for a good human life, and that is their eudemonistic value. Once the fundamental 

and the eudemonistic values are clarified, the concept of instrumental value can be used 

exclusively for elements that are a means to something else, that is, elements that are 

replaceable. Another way in which philosophers addressed this issue, especially in the English-

speaking literature is to argue for an intrinsic or inherent moral value. A natural element that 

has an intrinsic value is valuable for its own sake. In other words, it has value independently 

from its relation to humans and to human well-being. It has a strong deontological implication 

as intrinsic value entails a direct moral obligation towards natural elements holding it. 

 This short summary does not give enough credit to the complexity and variety of 

theories supporting these different types of values. Yet, two important remarks must be made 

here. First, these attempts to assigning values to nonhuman natural elements are often 

characterized by an implicit ubiquitous dichotomy between human beings and nature. This 

human-nature dualism is the target of criticisms by ecofeminist philosophers who argue that 

such a duality has been almost always coming along with a hierarchy. According to this 

criticized dualism, the natural world is associated with unpredictably dangerous and fascinating 

powers that might destroy humanity, if not controlled and tamed by the intelligent and cultivated 

human beings. It is strongly informed by monotheist religions, such as Judaism, Christianism 

and Islam, in which nature has been given to humans for their own benefits. Environmental 

ethics theories arguing for an “earth stewardship” are also often rooted in such a clear 

demarcation between human beings and nature. In these views, there is an essential difference 

between human beings and the natural world. And because of their higher capacities and 

essential qualities, humans are in charge of the morally passive natural world surrounding them.  

                                                             
4 Kurt Jax et al., 2013, Ecosystem services and ethics, Ecological Economics, vol. 93, issue C, 260-268. 

https://econpapers.repec.org/article/eeeecolec/
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Second, most of the debate is keeping in obscurity the question of who is to assign 

these values. Are they to be found in the natural elements? Or, if they are assigned by human 

beings, who among human beings have the authority to do so and why? And in both cases, how 

are we to find or decide of them? A common reply to these questions is that values, especially 

intrinsic and inherent values, must be assigned to nonhuman natural beings by means of 

convincing rational arguments.5 This collides with the problem of pluralism of worldviews and 

with the problem of diversity in what is considered to be “rational”. Let us explore these now. 

 

1.2.2. Pluralism of worldviews and extremism 

 Internet is now pervasive enough to bring to light the high diversity of worldviews. A 

worldview is a comprehensive conception of the world from a specific standing point. Along 

with globalization and the increase of interactions between people, it becomes more obvious 

for all that not everybody holds a similar worldview. At the very least, it is clear that significant 

differences of opinion exist, even between people who appear to be knowledgeable and sincere. 

Honest and well-intentioned individuals who are similarly seeking for the truth on a specific 

matter can reach drastically different and incompatible conclusions. I briefly discussed the 

“dominant worldview” on the relationship between humans and nature as mediated by concepts 

like resources and ecosystems services. Countless other worldviews on the relation between 

humans and nature exist. One may think of the worldviews based on religious traditions, on 

indigenous local sets of beliefs (often characterized with attachment to the land), and to recent 

Western conceptions of the human-nature relation, such as Deep Ecology movements.6 

 Each of these worldviews has concrete consequences on the world. Because they 

influence or even determinate decision-making of individuals, followed by actions that have 

consequences on the world. For example, the resource-based worldview is supporting an 

exploitation of natural elements regardless of their symbolic, religious or aesthetic values. On 

the contrary, a worldview based on Shintoism will isolate and protect natural areas deemed to 

be sacred even if they happen to be in the centre of a city where land prices reach peaks. 

Moreover, the same individual can hold worldviews that seem to be incompatible, without even 

noticing their apparent multiple contradictions. For instance, a Japanese rural development 

engineer might hold and orientate his actions according to an exclusively resource-based 

worldview, while it would never come to his mind to use the land occupied by the Shinto shrine.  

Some worldviews and their corresponding programs for action are compatible to a 

certain extent. However, many are conflicting on details, and some even face strong opposition 

on central propositions and directions of their lines of actions. Proponents of each worldview 

are constantly innovating their communication strategies to keep their members convinced and 

to persuade potentially interested members. Indeed, if compatibility between opposing 

worldviews is possible to a certain extent for some people, it remains limited. Members have a 

limited amount of financial resources and of time they can invest in one worldview, so in most 

cases, it is better for the advocates defending this worldview to have a strongly convinced 

membership basis, than a sparkled influence on a high diversity of sympathizers.  

Leaders and spokespersons of worldviews are working in a highly competitive field. 

                                                             
5 Jax et al., 2013, 262. 
6 We will discuss this aspect in more details in Chapter 2.  
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And the most powerful tool to successfully keep one’s members captivated and to actively 

increase a group’s membership is to play with emotions. Emotions of fear and hate are very 

useful to shatter people’s most intimate beliefs and then to swiftly influence them with 

comforting speeches about positivity and love. These are no secret in the communication 

industry, and the refinement of these strategies reaches new heights when it comes to extremism 

(including the sadly famous multiple religious extremisms). Chaiwat Satha-Anand describes 

how romancing extremism is powerful: “The extreme is so magical that it blinds people 

attracted to it.”7 

In philosophy of moral value pluralism, extremists are often referred to as exclusivists. 

An exclusivist refers to a person believing in only one basic worldview to be the truth or the 

closest to the truth than any other worldviews. If an exclusivist posture can be moral or not is 

strongly debated. Some philosophers argue that an exclusivist is under an obligation to engage 

in a belief assessment, because as their beliefs have consequences, they have a moral obligation 

to maximize truth.8 And maximizing truth can be done only if each individual attempts to solve 

the conflict between incompatible contradictory beliefs.  

The debate then shifts to question who shoulders the burden of proof of equal epistemic 

footing. Indeed, why would I question my own worldview if I judge that the proponents of the 

other conflicting view are not on equal epistemic footing as I am, because they are less educated, 

they do not have access to the information that I have, I judge them as having a lower capacity 

to think, or they are essentially not equal to me, because, for example, I am part of the “chosen 

ones” in my own worldview. This justification mirrors the “magic of the extreme” discussed by 

Chaiwat Satha-Anand. To believe that one has a special higher footing than others is 

complaisant and emotionally comfortable and satisfying. On top of this, when challenged by 

other positions, one often feels threatened and reacts by an emotional crystallization around 

some central beliefs that seem at the heart of one’s identity. In many cultures, strength is 

equivalent to being strongly self-confident, and the latter might amount to holding harder 

foundational challenged beliefs without any apparent doubt. 

Can epistemic peer conflict be resolved through dialogue and belief assessment? It 

may very well depend on the importance given to the specific challenged belief. Some beliefs 

are composing the very foundation of one’s worldview, they are the givens in the specific belief 

system and, by definition, and they can hardly be questioned, as the whole system built upon 

them would collapse in case of doubt. Jerome Gellman refers to these beliefs as “rock-bottom 

beliefs”.9 He argues that except these rock-bottom beliefs, all the other beliefs are subject to 

obligatory belief assessment when confronted to a diversity of other opinions. 

Even though, what criteria should be used to rule out certain options and comfort 

others? That is where concept such as rationalism, self-consistency and comprehensiveness 

enter into play. Even if within one specific community, all members share an implicit consensus 

about these tools, what if the rational dissection of the conflicting points regresses until rock-

                                                             
7  Chaiwat Satha-Anand, Romancing Extremism?: Understanding the Violent Turn in Struggles for Rights, 

Responsibility and Justice, Plenary presentation at the World Congress of Philosophy, August 17th 2018, Beijing. 
8 Basinger David, 2018, "Religious Diversity (Pluralism)", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, Edward N. 

Zalta (ed.), consulted on December 11, 2018. See also: Forsberg Ellen-Marie, 2007, “Value Pluralism and 

Coherentist Justification of Ethical Advice.” Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics 20: 81-97. 
9  Jerome Gellman, 1998, “Epistemic Peer Conflict and Religious Belief: A Reply to Basinger,” Faith and 

Philosophy 15: 229–235. 
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bottom beliefs? The disagreement might seem to be in a dead end that may have severe 

consequences on the world. 

In sum, we can make the descriptive assertion that there is a high diversity of 

worldviews that may conflict with each other, and that even when “superficial” disagreements 

seem solvable with rational dialogue and self-consistency inquiry, there are still multiple 

ongoing conflicts rooted in rock-bottom beliefs. From here on, I thus take for granted these two 

facts, and the assumption that conflicting worldviews are not to be hierarchized. In view of this 

value and worldview pluralism, I adopt the precautionary posture that one single truth does not 

exist and thus that extreme cautions must be taken when judging diverse value-charged 

worldviews.  

 

1.2.3. Ecological scientism and consensual rationalism 

 To deal with questions of environmental ethics at the global level, it is crucial to first 

clarify the relation between values and science. Indeed, environmental ethics lies at the complex 

intersection between science and ethics. In the global context of pluralism of worldviews, the 

distinction between scientific facts and situated value judgements is the key to prevent the 

imposition of one dominant worldview on others. Setting aside metaphysical questions 

regarding the foundations of reality, it is hardly contestable that there is a reality “out there”, 

which can be referred to as “the world”, “nature”, or even “the environment”. These umbrella 

terms attempt to cover the bundle of facts, phenomena and states of affairs that are and that 

surround us. Yet, there is an irreducible gap between this neutral objective reality and what we 

can perceive and access from our limited standpoint. To the best of our capacity and knowledge, 

we translate what we perceive into scientific truths using conventions that can be scientific, 

logic, linguistic, or else. These so-called scientific facts are the theories that can the best 

approximate what we can access of the reality according to the current scientific consensus. 

They can be recorded in reports and journals, filtered by decision-making of the authors and 

editors. This filter makes the difference between what we can say and express (an 

epistemological question), and what we actually say and do (a conative question). Far from 

being neutral, actions and speech are strongly influenced by norms, values and meanings, and 

they are determined by the decision-making processes of individual phenomenological agents.  

 Two remarks must be made here. First, values require valuers.10  Meanings require 

thinkers. They are not facts existing outside of our thoughts, but only beliefs that depend on our 

experience. Second, perceivers, thinkers and believers are always individuals. Yet meanings 

                                                             
10 Most environmental philosophers recognize this point, even when they use the term of intrinsic value of nature. 

For example, this account is compatible with J. Baird Callicott’s theory of anthropogenic intrinsic value of nature: 

“The source of all value is human consciousness, but it by no means follows that the locus of all values is 

consciousness itself”, and “value is, to be sure, humanly conferred, but not necessarily homocentric”. Callicott J. 

Baird, 1986, “On the Intrinsic Value of Nonhuman Species,” The Preservation of Species, Bryan G. Norton (ed.), 

Princeton University Press, 138-172, pp. 142-43. 

Even Holmes Roston III accepts that the “autonomous intrinsic value” of nature requires valuers who could 

“discover” it: “the anthropogenic account of intrinsic value is a strained saving of what is really an inadequate 

paradigm, that of the subjectivity of value conferral. (…) A simpler, less anthropically based, more biocentric 

theory holds that some values are objectively there–discovered, not generated, by the valuer. A fully objective 

environmental ethics can quite enjoy a “translator” when subjective appreciators of value appear.” Rolston III 

Holmes, 1988, Environmental Ethics, Duties to and Values in The Natural World, Temple University Press, p.116.  
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and beliefs are built through interactions with other people. We understand things in the world 

and value them within the frame of a particular worldview that we learn and appropriate in the 

process of growing up and living together with others in a specific sociocultural context. 

Worldviews are the frame and lenses through which one perceives, makes sense of, and acts. 

They are set of meanings, values, beliefs, habits, patterns, etc. They are partially invisible to 

their beholders, but crucially influence their decision-making and ways of life. Therefore, it is 

hard to acknowledge, study and understand them. Nevertheless, noticing them is a must, 

because worldviews are not neutral scientific facts. Worldviews are held by individuals and 

groups. Particular worldviews are dominating in particular milieus, shaping how people live, 

think and act. The fact that some dominant worldviews tend to be shared by the members of a 

community makes it even harder to notice them, as they are not only one’s individual frame, 

but the frame accepted by one’s peers. 

 When discussing environmental problems in policy-making and mainstream media, 

naturalism and ecological scientism are the dominant paradigms. Naturalism is the worldview 

that only “natural” laws and forces govern the structure of the universe. In this context, “natural” 

is the contrary of spiritual. Ontological and metaphysical naturalisms argue that “all 

spatiotemporal entities must be identical to or metaphysically constituted by physical 

entities”.11 It excludes non-physical entities (e.g. spirits and gods) in the physical causal chains. 

Methodological naturalism is a methodological claim about how we acquire knowledge. It 

seeks explanations for events and scientific hypotheses with reference exclusively to natural 

causes and events. 

 Scientism is an ideology that somehow takes naturalism one step further. It argues that 

societies should determine epistemological and normative values by science. In the discussions 

about environmental problems, ecological scientism refers to the idea that the environmental 

crisis is not ethical, but only a factual question coming from our partial ignorance. Species 

extinction and climate change are “accidents” that can be solved by understanding better the 

technical functioning of the Earth system.12 Proponents of ecological scientism adopt a posture 

of strong technical optimism, as they expect the progress of sciences and technology to bring 

us all the solutions needed. No reassessment and questioning of our current worldviews and 

ethical values are required. According to this view, my project here is utterly hopeless as 

environmental problems are to be solved by engineering solutions and not by investigating 

normative premises. Yet, this position sweeps under the carpet the normative premises 

underlying the view of ecological scientism itself. Indeed, both ecological scientism and to a 

certain extent naturalism justify normative premises by judging them “rational”. 

Then, what is rational reasoning? Usually it is related to consistency, that is, the 

absence of contradiction between the elements of the reasoning. Yet, even if we accept this 

answer, absurd theories can be built on dubious premises while maintaining an internal 

consistency. Consistency is nevertheless a crucial element of “rationality”, especially in the 

field of philosophy, because if a philosopher notices a contradiction internal to her system, she 

is expected to regard it as a serious objection. But another serious type of objection is when a 

consequence of her ethical system seems “blatantly” wrong. This rests on calls to “common 

                                                             
11  Papineau David, 2016, "Naturalism", The Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, Edward N. Zalta (ed.), 

consulted on December 12th 2018.  
12 Gorke, 2003. 
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sense” and on the untouchable set of principles that are deemed to be “rationally consensual” 

in a specific socio-cultural group. 

Actually, rationality also depends on a group sharing an internally consensual 

normative understanding of reason and logic, and in the field of ethical theory, of basic values 

and intuitive ideas about what is wrong. For example, people are rationally committed to 

ecological scientism if and only if they are similarly committed to its underlying normatively 

charged premises of ontological naturalism and technical optimism. Most philosophers are 

building theories of justice and ethics on an implicit basis of “some principle as a principle of 

rationality and then claiming that we are all committed to this principle”.13  They assume a 

rational consensus from the start. This is highly problematic because they fail to show that the 

individuals in a specific group (a society, a community or a readership) are actually 

consensually committed to these implicit premises.  

This observation echoes the criticism by Helen Longino in her investigation of the 

underlying premises held by the scientific community: “Idiosyncratic values are suppressed, 

while values held by all members are invisible (as values, interests, or ideology)”.14 Because 

they are invisible, they are also unavailable for discussion and debates. It follows that in a 

specific group, the values and worldview of the dominant majority will unknowingly be 

imposed on the whole group as their own theory of rationality. Objections that use a different 

grammar and rest on an incompatible worldview will be discarded as irrelevant to the 

conversation and deemed “irrational”.  

What is needed practically is precisely a method to guide our actions when there is 

conflictual dissensus. Individuals sharing similar information about language, ethics and 

science are more likely to commit to their own consensual theory of rationality. Lehrer and 

Wagner refer to this form of consensus as a “rational amalgamation of the information 

individuals possess”.15  But then, what if two different groups each reach such an internal 

consensus, but still conflict each other? As Leherer and Wagner write: “The fact that both 

groups proceed in formally identical ways to aggregate their opinions and evaluations does not, 

in any way, show that their original opinions and evaluations were equally meritorious.”16 This 

brings us back to the former question of how to deal with individuals and groups identically 

strongly committed to the rock-bottom beliefs of two (or more) conflicting worldviews. It is 

important here to point out the fact that what is consensual and socially rational does not always 

coincide with what is moral.  

Considering these points, we can assume that consensual rationality criteria such as 

internal consistency and comprehensiveness can help solving some disagreements related to 

beliefs that are not foundational and rock-bottom. But they leave us empty-handed to address 

conflicts between opposing worldviews, values and theories of rationality rooted in rock-

bottom beliefs without being partial or begging the question.  

This type of deeply rooted disputes emerges a lot in the case of environmental 

                                                             
13 Lehrer Keith and Carl Wagner, 1981, Rational Consensus in Science and Society , D. Reidel Publishing, London, 

p.7. 
14 Longino Helen, 1995, “Gender, Politics and the Theoretical Virtues”, Synthese 104: 383-397, Kluwer Academic 

Publishers, p. 384. 
15 1981, p. 13. 
16 1981, p. 84. 
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problems, because they bring together people who live in different socio-political environments. 

This is the case at the local scale, when the installation of a pipeline crossing indigenous 

people’s lands brings together business partners, native people, environmental and social 

activists, media and the police; or when drought-induced forest fires force people out of their 

houses regardless of their socioeconomic backgrounds. The diverse worldviews embodied in 

this multitude of different individuals clash. This is also the case at the global level, when 

diplomates and NGOs meet to discuss an agreement for international environmental law and 

seem talking past each other for hours.  

Up to now, scientific rationale has been providing the main reliable consensual basis 

for negotiation. Research networking platforms such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) and the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 

Ecosystem Services (IPBES) are two examples of research networking platforms established 

by the United Nations to provide an “objective, scientific view” on the state of knowledge on 

climate change and biodiversity and their political and economic impacts. Besides writing 

scientific reports, they also compose Summaries for Policy-makers that are reviewed line by 

line by delegates from different countries and scientific bodies and that are presenting a 

scientific socially consensual basis for further negotiations. These apparently consensual tools 

are key in the success of negotiations, not only at the international level, but also at the regional 

level, where they are often used as reference points in the establishment of national, regional 

and local policies. Thanks to these international research networking platforms, decision 

makers are quite well equipped when it comes to scientific assessments and guidelines for 

action. More and more, international research groups are also trying to be inclusive and to 

collaborate with indigenous knowledge groups, enlarging the range of worldviews their reports 

can be compatible with.  

Such international organisms have understood that in reality, what is needed to tackle 

most of current environmental problems is not a complete consensual agreement on the rock-

bottom beliefs and worldviews. Such an “agreement” would not be realistic nor desirable. What 

is needed is sets of tools that are just consensual enough to support dialogue and common action. 

The success of the concept of human rights is an example of how a concept, vague enough to 

be interpreted in very diverse ways in different worldviews and so reach a “global” consensus, 

can have important ethical consequences. As it has been thoughtfully discussed during the last 

century, the concept of human rights itself means very different things and carries highly diverse 

nuances in different socio-political contexts and linguistic universes. The interpretation of the 

human rights covers a surprisingly wide range across the globe. Nevertheless, they are agreed 

upon and provide a common positive basis for collaboration and actions. They impact strongly 

the landscape of theories and reasoning and are moving the burden of justification from the 

“victims” to the violators of the conventional human rights. They also paved the way for a new 

moral identity as “human being” on which this thesis leans. This thesis proposes to examine the 

understandings and limitations of the concept of “environment” with these practical 

considerations in mind.  
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1.3. Pragmatism and need for consensus 

 

 It must be clear by now that I take a pragmatic stance in my reasoning, as I discuss the 

normative aspects of real-world environmental problems in the context of contemporary social 

realities. Yet, I want to clarify here what it entails and how it unfolds.  

 

1.3.1. Pragmatism and rejection of one universal environmental ethics 

 Pragmatism is characterized by three mutually reinforcing ideas.17 First, it prioritizes 

real-world problems such as environmental problems ahead of abstract principles. Second, it 

holds a distrust of a priori theorizing, because it often simply imposes a dominant consensual 

state of affairs without questioning its underlying premises, as we saw earlier. Third, it 

recognizes pluralism, both in respect to what is ethics and what is right, and in respect to how 

to solve real-world ethical problems. I also previously recognized the pluralism of value as 

valuable in itself.  

 After investigating the question of justice pragmatically, Nancy Fraser finds three 

abnormalities that she describes with the three questions of What, Who and How.18 To start 

with, she notices that there is no shared view on “what” justice is. We have already observed 

that aspect when discussing the pluralism of worldviews encompassing opposing and 

conflicting ideas of what ethics is. Then, she continues by saying that the “who” of justice is 

not clear nor consensual either: who deserves consideration and who is entitled to equal 

concern? This question is especially flagrant when it comes to environmental problems. They 

go beyond disputes internal to territorial states. Depending on the position of the party, they 

frame the question as a matter of domestic territorial “who” (jobs for local people in the coal 

mines, urban air pollution…), or as regional, transnational or even global “whos” (climate 

change, future generations…). The whole discussion around the exportation of environmental 

and social externalities is actually questioning the “who” of ethics. Finally, Fraser points out 

that there is no shared idea on the “how”. What procedures and according to what guidelines 

should we solve the two previous questions? For Fraser, these three nods of abnormalities and 

the ambiguity surrounding them is itself the underlying source of many disputes. These three 

nods can be found in my dissertation; the “what” is addressed by the question of sustainability, 

the “who” by the idea of responsibility, and the “how” is discussed regarding how to build 

common grounds.  

 The difficulties surrounding the “what” of justice and ethics were already exposed in 

the discussion of the pluralism of worldviews and the limits of rationalism. The “who” of justice 

is questioning the membership rule of a group deserving equal consideration. Historically, 

answers to this question have used diverse criteria such as social class (aristocracy), richness or 

education (censitary suffrage), race (apartheid), gender (male suffrage), etc. Recently, 

exclusionary nationalism argues for the nation to be the limit of the range of justice. All these 

criteria seem hardly acceptable in the context of global environmental problems affecting 

primarily the poorest populations in the world. Philosophers also appealed to a principle of 

                                                             
17 Dieleman Susan, Rondel David, Voparil J. Christopher, 2017, Pragmatism and Justice, Oxford University Press, 

p.4. 
18 Fraser Nancy, 2008, “Abnormal Justice”, Critical Inquiry 34, No. 3: 393-422. 
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humanism rooted on a criterion of personhood. Disparate individuals become subjects of justice 

in virtue of their common possession of humane features. Descriptions of humane features vary 

but tend to converge around characteristics such as the capacity to think, to take decisions, to 

pursue an idea of good, and to suffer from moral injury. The main objection to this view is that 

it “accords standing indiscriminately to everyone in respect to everything”.19 Then, in certain 

cases, voices of the victims are muffled under the dominant voices of the oppressive majority.  

 Closer to debates in environmental ethics, other philosophers argue for the all-affected 

principle based on transnational social relations of interdependence. If people are connected 

through causal relationships, then they would be equally entitled to ethical considerations. Yet, 

as global environmental problems such as greenhouse gases emissions leading to climate 

change show, the whole planet is interconnected. Thus the criterion does not resist its own basis 

of interdependence, as we are all affected and affecting everybody else through a globalist 

domino effect.  

 Fraser proposes an “all-subjected principle” according to which “all those who are 

subject to a given governance structure have moral standing as subjects of justice in relation to 

it.”20 She understands subjection broadly, including any person “subject to the coercive power 

of non-state and transstate forms of governmentality”.21 As we can suspect, determining the 

“who” is closely intertwined with problematizing the “how”. Fraser rejects both a drafting of 

principles of ethics and justice done by the elite (private and powerful states), and by sciences. 

She advocates a dialogical process between members of the civil society and a “dynamic, 

interactive” formal institutional framework. She argues for the invention of new global 

democratic institutions. This would imply not only valorizing reflexive ethical reasoning by 

most members, but also the reconstruction of a shared common sense. 

 Recent pragmatic positions often have in common a discussion about the revalorization 

of the diversity of experiences, including the experiences of the oppressed and the victims. 

Christopher Voparil is no exception when he drafts his “working program” for social justice 

pragmatism. 22  According to him, what is needed is not a theory and abstract normative 

principles, but it is an “orientation, an affective sensibility, and set of moral and methodological 

priorities” for responding to concrete ethical problems. He proposes to work on it following 

five steps. First, he suggests to start with the experience of injustice. Second, he advocates the 

cultivation of affective sentiments of responsiveness. Third, victims of injustice must be 

empowered. Fourth, following the implications of Fraser's principle, self-criticism must be 

promoted, leading to a recognition of the complicity by the privileged. Fifth, he calls for 

“forging democratic relations and building solidarity to sustain commitment and action”. 

 My pragmatic posture in my work on global environmental ethics has an important 

implication: the rejection of the possibility of one universal environmental ethics. Because of 

the recognition of the value of pluralism of worldviews and because of the pragmatic 

                                                             
19 Fraser, 2008, p. 52. 
20 p. 52. 
21 p. 53. 
22 Christopher Voparil’s presentation titled “Social Justice Pragmatism: Toward a Working Program” at the World 

Congress of Philosophy in Beijing, August 2018. Draft paper given by the author.  

See also: Voparil Christopher, “Pragmatism’s Contribution to Nonideal Theorizing, Fraser, Addams and Rorty”, 

2017, Pragmatism and Justice, Susan Dieleman, David Rondel, and Christopher Voparil (eds.), Oxford University 

Press. 
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considerations I just discussed, the construction of a unique system of ethics that would be 

applicable universally is rejected as an imperialistic and problematic endeavour. In doing this, 

I meet Eugene Hargrove considerations on the matter.23 

 

1.3.2. Moral minimalism 

 Beside the rejection of one universalist environmental ethics, another consequence of 

the pragmatic posture is to adopt a moral minimalism. A certain moral minimalism is required 

for the environmental ethics to have a global reach.24 Detailed moral intuitions vary greatly 

depending on cultures and religious backgrounds. Thus, a system of ethics reaching up to 

intricate circumstantial questions that depend directly on fashion, norms and traditions would 

inevitably be situated in a specific spatiotemporal and sociocultural realm.  

 What I aim to contribute to is the construction of a global framework built on premises 

that can be widely consensual to be accepted by individuals and groups with diverse 

backgrounds and allow us to develop a discussion leading towards common actions. Such a 

motivational framework for environmental action needs to rest on premises that are part of the 

common sense of different cultures, even if they take various shades in each specific context. 

General principles are ambiguous, debatable, and will never unanimously convince the totality 

of the members of our large global community of ethical agents. Nevertheless, we still need 

“some general principles, which could be employed by moral and political thinkers in order to 

systematize our central intuitions and serve as prima facie guidelines for action.”25 While some 

philosophers are debating about picky details in complex moral theories, the environmental 

crisis and the subsequent humanitarian crisis are pressing us to take concrete action. In the end, 

“we are stuck with the necessity of passing moral judgement at the global level, and must create 

the motivational structure needed to sustain such judgements.”26 

  Minimalism recognizes that in practice, the judgement that an action is right or wrong 

by the agent herself or by an acquaintance of the agent will influence her in doing or refraining 

from doing the action in question. This easily observable fact is enough to justify the importance 

of building a motivational ethical framework. 

 Besides, minimalism, similarly as pragmatism, entails the rejection of foundational 

claims. It also does not require the development of an ontology. Methodologically, this has 

important implications on the justification of our ethical judgements. How can we justify our 

judgements without grounding them in an infallible basis? We can do so by appealing to 

coherence and comprehensiveness: by using a coherentist model of justification. In a 

coherentist model of justification, a belief or a set of beliefs is justifiably held if and only if the 

belief coheres with others and forms a coherent system. This coherent system does not need to 

be grounded on a truth – be it being, nothingness, God, etc. – to be valuable. It is sufficient to 

be a sort of web of interrelated beliefs floating onto reality. In a coherent and minimalist project, 

                                                             
23 He rightfully pointed out at my presentation at the World Congress of Philosophy in Beijing, August 2018 that 

I needed to be very clear on this to prevent wrongful interpretations.  
24 I am grateful to Pr. Stelios Virvidakis for his enlightening comments and conversations on the role of moral 

minimalism in global ethics. 
25 Virvidakis Stelios, 2014,“Moral Minimalism in the Political Realm”, Liberamicorum, Julien Dutant, Davide 

Fassio and Anne Meylan (eds), Université de Genève, p. 869. 
26 Risse Mathias, 2012, Global Political Philosophy, Palgrave Macmilian, pp. 48-49. 
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neither deontological nor consequentialist elements can be neglected, even if the former might 

be more complicated to reach and develop in consensual tools that the latter.  

Still, in view of the myriad of uncertainties that we face when we must take 

environmental decisions, one could easily argue that we do not know enough to take the most 

appropriate decision from a consequentialist perspective. Still, we have to make decisions and 

take actions every day for our own subsistence. Suspending our judgement will not help us in 

the context of the global environmental crisis, for example, as climate scientists keep warning 

us that immediate action is highly desirable. We are not protected from making mistakes that 

will have detrimental ethical consequences. Nevertheless, in Martha Nussbaum’s words, we 

must not “indulge in moral narcissism when we flagellate ourselves for our own errors” while 

others are and will suffer from the consequences of our non-action.27 That is why I also take for 

granted a proactive forward-looking optimism. I assume that it is possible and normatively 

required to act for the best, given the present knowledge and circumstances even if, as always, 

there is a risk that the action has worse consequences than expected. 

    

1.3.3. Premises: we value human existence 

 Pragmatism led us to adopt moral minimalism, and thus to look for the “lowest common 

denominator” for a global ethics. I propose two minimalist premises that, I think, can be 

consensual enough to be agreed upon by individuals from many different cultures and 

backgrounds, if not by everybody. The first premise is “We value human existence”. “We” refers 

to anybody engaging in the dialogue. As such, “we” is already validating the premise, because 

any potential reader or listener of this premise would be alive. By being alive, especially by not 

having committed suicide, anybody must have something that they judge valuable in their own 

existence as individual, or at least in their existence as part of the human network. Some will 

say that we bump into the difficulty of defining what “human existence” is. However, the 

purpose of this premise being to reach consensus, its readers will inevitably be human beings 

and so must have at least non-problematized understanding of what human existence is. Such 

an intuitive understanding is enough for the sake of my argumentation. 

 Then, one could ask what is valued in human existence. This opens an abyss of questions 

and possible replies that are, I think, generally deeply rooted in the specific worldview and 

rock-bottom beliefs of the individuals speaking. Giving an answer to this question would make 

us quickly drift away from minimalism into an ontological enterprise, which is not desirable. 

Without entering into details on what human life is or should be, we can be satisfied with a 

consensual agreement on the fact that human survival is positive and good, and thus should be 

maintained. 

 This first premise is followed by a second one that is almost a corollary, namely: “A 

healthy environment and a meaningful milieu are necessary conditions for human existence.” 

Healthy means, first and foremost, healthy for human beings. I do not mean here to personify 

the environment as a being that can be healthy or sick. What is healthy for human beings is also 

very ambiguous and depends on what is valued in human existence, on the physical and mental 

                                                             
27 Nussbaum Martha, 1996, “Double Moral Standards?, A response to Yael Tamir's "Hands Off Clitoridectomy,"” 

from the October/November 1996 issue of Boston Review. p. 1. 

https://bostonreview.net/archives/BR21.3/Tamir.html
https://bostonreview.net/archives/BR21.5/
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vulnerabilities of the individual human in question, and on the worldviews endorsed by her and 

her community. I will describe in more details what I mean by the “environment” and by the 

“milieu” in Chapter 2. A general line of argumentation can follow from these two premises: If 

a healthy environment and a meaningful milieu are necessary conditions for human existence, 

then environmental sustainability is a necessary condition for human survival. Environmental 

sustainability can be understood in its most common form, namely that humans use ecosystems 

at a pace and in a way allowing their self-regulation. In Chapter 3, I will redefine sustainability 

in more details according to the implications of my introduction of the concept of the milieu in 

Chapter 2.  

 

 

1.4. Methodology 

 

Methodological implications can also be derived from these two minimalist premises. 

To resume, environmental sustainability is a requirement for human existence, as it maintains 

a healthy environment and a meaningful milieu. Then, social sustainability, namely social 

stability and the near absence of large-scale conflicts, is often recognized as a necessary 

condition for environmental sustainability. For instance, in cases of war, conflicts and other 

socio-political threats, the national budget dedicated to environmental protection is often one 

of the first to be cut down. Political security is given priority. Likewise, imposing environmental 

laws on disagreeing subjects is likely to lead to social unrest as diverse ranges of protest actions 

might follow. Then, we can suppose that if individuals are morally convinced of and committed 

by themselves (that is, non-coercively) to environmental sustainability, then social 

sustainability is more probable to be achieved.  

How do individuals become convinced that a course of action is better than another? 

As I will discuss in Chapter 2, I take every individual to be embodied, situated in time, space 

and culture and to become convinced by balancing ethical values. Correspondingly to the 

coherentist model of justification, balancing values and principle to reach a temporary reflective 

equilibrium28 seems to be a common enough method of taking individual decisions. Ethical 

worldviews and legal systems carried by cultures influence the individual in balancing her 

values. So, in short, to reach environmental sustainability, we need to understand how 

individuals become convinced to take an ethical action, and the ethical worldviews influencing 

them. Lastly, the goal of the motivational framework for environmental ethics that I attempt to 

contribute building is to have an influence on these ethical worldviews.  

 So, to build conceptual tools and justifications that can efficiently convince individuals 

and groups to adopt environmentally friendly lifestyles, we need to understand the individual 

decision-making processes and the worldviews informing them in the case of environmental 

ethical actions. There are two possible ways to do so. First, this can be done by dialogical 

philosophical reasoning. Second, as my project is pragmatic in its essence, it is crucial to keep 

listening to the voices of individuals working in this domain outside of the academic world. My 

                                                             
28 See Rawls John, 1971, A Theory of Justice, 2nd Edition 1999, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. See 

also: Cath Yuri, 2016, “Reflective Equilibrium.” The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Methodology, Cappelen 

H, Gendler T.S., Hawthorne J. (eds.), Oxford Uni. Press, 213-230. And Ron, A. 2006. “Rawls as a Critical Theorist: 

Reflective Equilibrium after the ‘Deliberative Turn.’” Philosophy & Social Criticism 32 (2):173–91. 
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philosophical reasoning is thus importantly informed by experiences and discussions with the 

environmental activist community buzzing beyond the dusty libraries and the abstract 

philosophical debates. 

 

1.4.1. Dialogical and cross-cultural philosophical reasoning  

 The international contemporary philosophical literature is largely dominated by the 

Euroamerican philosophical traditions. Spanning from the Ancient Greeks like Plato and 

Aristotle, to contemporary philosophers such as Rawls, by way of medieval thinkers such as 

Augustin and the modern philosophies of Kant and Hegel, the Euroamerican tradition has a lot 

to offer. Many forget or consider irrelevant the continuous exchanges with other cultural and 

historical basins.  

The global dimensions of the environmental crisis prompts us to work in a 

philosophical landscape including traditions from other regions of the world, such as the East 

Asian traditions. In this context and in the light of my project, to practise philosophical 

reasoning across cultural traditions is crucial. This position is stronger than the field of 

comparative philosophy that is limited to comparing authors and ideas coming from two 

different philosophical traditions, generally comparing the work of a non-Western author or 

school to some aspects of the Western tradition. In reaction to the strong Eurocentric stance of 

the majority of Western philosophy, some philosophers also started to consider other cultures 

into their own philosophical thinking. I prefer the term of cross-cultural philosophy because I 

attempt to develop a minimalist reasoning that could be deployed across different cultural 

backgrounds. I also consider as relevant and valid objections and remarks regardless of the 

philosophical traditions they come from.  

 I describe my own philosophical reasoning as dialogical, because I developed it in 

conversation with other thinkers from different social status, disciplines, and linguistic, cultural 

and economic backgrounds. Most of my thinking is the direct fruit of these multitudes of 

exchanges, through argumentative debates and mutual sharing of experiences. It is also 

dialogical as it is combining various ideas from disparate origins.  

 

1.4.2. Participant observation 

 The main conversation partners stimulating my reflection on environmental ethics are 

environmental activists. By voicing out their concerns about environmental issues in a variety 

of personal ways, they are contributing to the building of a sustainable multicultural community. 

They also remind intellectuals and politicians that while they are debating about the incoherence 

of some principles or facing conflict of interest to pass some laws, environmental problems 

continue to unfold in many unexpected manners and threaten our very existence.  

 Participant observation and discussion with environmental activists gave me access to 

key knowledge concerning real-world challenges to pragmatically anchor the philosophical 

discussion of this doctoral dissertation in our contemporary context. Most of the ethical 

questions I am dealing with in this project are the fruit of personal questionings emerging when 

being confronted with real-life dilemmas and problems coming from my experience as a young 

environmental activist.  
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 Doing so, I locate my dissertation in philosophical traditions in which authors mention 

personal experiences. Over the years, I took part in activities of multiple environmental 

organizations active at different scales and in different countries. I conducted informal 

interviews and discussions, and I analysed and sometimes contributed to documents produced 

within the groups. I also conducted in-depth interviews about the life stories of the activists and 

the reasons supporting their commitments. Moreover, this doctoral dissertation is a precious 

chance for me to understand better and to challenge the ethical framework that supports my 

own commitments and choices. Without a doubt, my own interests and ethical values shape the 

weight I give to different elements and my reasoning itself. As a disclaimer, I am not a neutral 

thinker independent from the context of my upbringing and from my core values and the 

activities I have been devoting my life to up to now. On the contrary, I am situated, as a young 

female environmental activist native from Switzerland and living now in Japan. In my work, I 

tried as much as possible to build a framework that could be consensual. As such I seek to a 

certain neutrality, but a neutrality that is not blind on its own situated standpoint.  

 

1.4.3. Obstacles to environmental ethical action 

 Self-reflection and analysis play a key role in my methodology. As I mentioned before, 

I aim to understand better how individuals get convinced of taking actions supporting 

environmental sustainability. Yet, most of the time, individuals who have at least basic 

knowledge about environmental sustainability also agree on its importance. But somehow, 

something is preventing them from putting their positive intuitions towards it into action. 

 Through self-examination and numerous in-depth discussions, I came upon diverse 

obstacles diverting individuals from taking environmentally friendly actions. Grasping what 

these obstacles are will help designing solutions to overcome them. They furnish more specific 

points to be tackled by a motivational framework for environmental ethics. So, when an 

individual or a group wants to take an environmental ethical action, they may face several 

different types of obstacles. For the sake of the discussion, these can be divided between 

psychological obstacles and social obstacles. The line between the two is, of course, blurred, 

and there may be borderline cases. 

 Psychological obstacles to environmental ethical action include epistemological ones 

such as the absence of concepts, a limited blindness that may be linked to a dogma, and a lack 

of conceptual tools and justifications. The absence of the concept can be an obstacle because 

what kinds of concepts are available partially determine what and how we think. Without some 

key concepts and words available in their language, individuals are limited in how they think 

and how they express their opinions. For example, some environmental activists I discussed 

with have strong emotional moral intuitions, but fail to find the words to describe, explain and 

justify them. More specifically, the nuances of the translations of the concept of “sustainability” 

in different languages impact on how it is normatively used and shape the discourses around it. 

In English, it echoes the idea of support over an unlimited time frame. In contrast, in French, 

the equivalent word “durabilité” does not have any nuance of support and refers to a defined 

time span over which something lasts. Such slight differences have domino effect on how the 

principles and policies designed around these key concepts are understood by the public and 

the policy-makers. 
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 Limited blindness can be a choice. For some people, some questions are not possible to 

be asked because of their faith in some rock-bottom beliefs that limit their worldview. From the 

outside, such a blindness can seem to be dogmatic. No individual worldview is exhaustive, but 

in some cases the blind spots are more problematic than in others. That is the case when some 

environmentally detrimental actions are regarded as essential and unquestionable by a 

community or an individual. For example, a belief that a successful adulthood is characterized 

by the ownership of one or many individual cars can sometimes be beyond questioning and so 

out of reach by any kind of argumentation. 

 The lack of conceptual tools and justifications is related to the absence of concepts, but 

refers more to the reasoning itself. Many have the ideas and the moral intuitions, but fail to 

articulate them into a convincing argumentation, and thus risk to lose face during debates with 

opponents. Combined with social pressure, this obstacle is one of the main reasons preventing 

otherwise motivated individuals from taking action. We will discuss this in more details in 

Chapter 4 about responsibility. 

 Psychological obstacles also include emotional aspects such as laziness, apathy and lack 

of self-confidence. These emotional hindrances are often combined with social obstacles such 

as social isolation, lack of resources, opposing laws, institutions and states, non-complying 

agents, and finally threats to one’s integrity and life. Social isolation and ostracism are touching 

most of the environmental activists I discussed with in East Asia, to different degrees. In general, 

critical claims are not always welcomed by relatives, colleagues and the social bystanders. 

Social isolation and ostracism directly impacts self-confidence.  

 How the lack of resources affects the success and failure of activism movements are 

largely discussed in the literature. Resources are not only financial, but also educational, and 

can encompass a wide range of skills, such as website management and communication to the 

media. As James Jasper notes in his discussion of the “art of moral protest”, strong motivations 

and emotions can overcome a lack of resources. According to him, one of the main tools to 

mobilize new resources is rhetorical persuasion and the recognition of new possibilities in assets 

and practices.29  

Opposing laws, institutions and states, and non-complying agents are referring to an 

unfavourable socio-political context. Compared to the previous obstacles, these are often out of 

reach of the individual decision maker. Finally, threats to the life of the activist herself or even 

to her relatives are sadly far from exceptional in the field of environmental activism. These, of 

course, affect the activist directly, and pushes her to balance risks and her commitments with 

the highest seriousness. These real-life obstacles set the stage for my reasoning that aims to 

provide some tentative solutions to them.  

 

1.5. Plan of the dissertation 

  

 My project is situated in the field of environmental political philosophy and ethics. I 

take a pragmatist perspective to think about ethics related to real-world environmental problems 

in the globalized context of pluralism of worldviews. My general objective is to build a 

motivational framework that supports sustainable behaviours and that can also reach a global 

                                                             
29 Jasper James M.. 1997, The Art of Moral Protest, The University of Chicago Press, p. 292. 
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consensus by being compatible with different worldviews. As a starting point, I take the idea of 

a dynamic and adaptable relation between human beings and their environment mediated by 

the milieu. I am inspired by Watsuji Tetsurō’s idea of non-atomistic individual continuously in 

cyclic relations with her milieu.  

 The dissertation is divided into six chapters, including the introduction in which I 

describe the background, objectives and methodology. In Chapter 1, I argued that we are all 

facing the global environmental problems together, and so that we need to understand each 

other and our relation to the world to engage in common solutions. The main research question 

that enfolds the whole dissertation is: In our globalized context of pluralism of worldviews, on 

what grounds can we develop consensus to take common pro-environmental actions and 

structural changes? The thesis I defend in answer to this question is that the idea of milieu can 

provide common grounds for a consensual ethics of sustainability. 

 In Chapter 2, I explore the question of how do we see and shape the world. To do so, I 

develop the concept further and incorporate it within my three-levels model. I present Watsuji’s 

concept of milieu as the “environment” as it appears covered by web of significations and 

symbols from the standpoint of a subjective human. I show how, on the one hand, the medial 

matrix shapes individual human beings, while, on the other hand, individuals shape the milieu 

by their imprints. The research question framing this chapter is: How do we develop worldviews 

and practices to use our surroundings (our milieu) in particular ways? And the thesis that I 

defend in answer to this question is that we are shaped by the milieu through participatory 

sense-making, borrowing meanings to the cultural imaginary, and constrained by practices 

(matrix); and we are shaping the milieu through the traces of our actions (imprint). 

 Chapter 3 addresses the questions of what do we want to sustain, in other words, what 

is sustainability as the desirable direction for our actions and practices. The research question 

structuring this chapter is: What do we want to sustain/maintain, and what are the normative 

implications of this understanding of sustainability in relation to the idea of milieu? To answer 

it, I develop a working definition of sustainability as the maintenance of the conditions of 

possibility of continuation of (1) self-determining flourishing human existences. It entails (2) 

maintaining the general processes of the global environment autonomous to limit the possible 

harmful consequences of the conflicts of distribution and domination, and (3) cultivating 

meaningful, diverse and adaptable nurturing milieus. Then, I draw some normative implications 

from this definition, and I address some important objections, limits and priorities. 

 In Chapter 4, I wonder what is our individual responsibility related to environmental 

problems and sustainability, and what it entails for the individual agents. The research question 

that orients this chapter is: What is individual responsibility for environmental harm? As an 

answer, I develop an account of individual responsibility for environmental harm, which is the 

result of balancing our contributory responsibility (imprint – wide-encompassing, including 

omissions and lifestyles) and capacity responsibility (matrix – threshold of basic needs, and 

structural political responsibility). I discuss individual responsibility for environmental harm 

through the lenses of the concept of milieu. Imprints are linked to the contributory individual 

responsibility, while the matrix constrains the readiness to be responsible. I then discuss what 

kind of reparative actions this account of responsibility encourages. 

 Titled “Common grounds”, Chapter 5 explores collaboration towards sustainability 

between individuals and between milieus. The research question of this chapter is: Within our 
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framework, how can we nurture and enlarge common grounds between different individuals to 

develop consensus? To answer it, I argue that we are already sharing two ready-made common 

grounds: the Planet Earth (the environmental systems supporting directly our existences), and 

our inescapable vulnerabilities as human beings. Based on these common grounds, we can build 

shared ethical standards bridging us across milieus and conflicts. I explore this process of 

building common grounds at three different scales, starting with the interactions between 

individuals and the vulnerability of becoming, then discussing tolerance and positions within 

the political arena, and finally addressing networking across milieus and the limits of 

interventionism.  

 Finally, in Chapter 6, I bring all these different insights together to answer the question 

that encompasses the whole dissertation, namely on what grounds can we develop consensus 

to take common pro-environmental actions and structural changes in our globalized context of 

pluralism of worldviews. I show that the idea of milieu can provide common grounds for a 

consensual ethics of sustainability. 

 

 The following table synthesizes my main research question and the subquestions 

discussed in each chapter, and the thesis I will defend in answer to these research questions. 

Naturally, at this point of the introduction, the reader is not expected to understand each thesis 

of this table – otherwise, I could end the discussion here. Instead, I propose to use it as a 

roadmap to navigate through my dissertation. 
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Plan of the dissertation 

Chapter 1: Introduction – Main question: In our globalized context of pluralism of 

worldviews, on what grounds can we develop consensus to take common pro-environmental 

actions and structural changes? 

• Thesis: The idea of milieu can provide common grounds for a consensual ethics of 

sustainability. 

 

Chapter 2: Environment, Milieu and Individual – subquestion: How do we develop 

worldviews and practices to use our surroundings (our milieu) in particular ways? 

• Thesis: We are shaped by the milieu through participatory sense-making, borrowing 

meanings to the cultural imaginary, and constrained by practices (matrix); and we are 

shaping the milieu through the traces of our actions (imprint). 

 

Chapter 3: Sustainability – subquestion: What do we want to sustain/maintain, and what are 

the normative implications of this understanding of sustainability in relation to the idea of 

milieu? 

• Thesis: Sustainability is the maintenance of the conditions of possibility of 

continuation of (1) self-determining flourishing human existences. It entails (2) 

maintaining the general processes of the global environment autonomous to limit the 

possible harmful consequences of the conflicts of distribution and domination, and 

(3) cultivating meaningful, diverse and adaptable nurturing milieus. 

 

Chapter 4: Responsibility – subquestion: What is individual responsibility for environmental 

harm? 

• Thesis: Individual responsibility for environmental harm is the result of balancing our 

contributory responsibility (imprint – wide-encompassing, including omissions and 

lifestyles) and capacity responsibility (matrix – threshold of basic needs, and 

structural political responsibility). 

 

Chapter 5: Common grounds – subquestion: Within our framework, how can we nurture and 

enlarge common grounds between different individuals to develop consensus? 

• Thesis: We are already sharing two ready-made common grounds: the Planet Earth 

(the environmental systems supporting directly our existences), and our inescapable 

vulnerabilities as human beings. Based on these common grounds, we can build 

shared ethical standards bridging us across milieus and conflicts.  

 

Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

Table 1: Plan of the dissertation 
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2. Milieu 
 

I develop here a conceptual toolbox around the key concept of the milieu. I start by 

situating it as the intermediary between the individual and the environment in my three-levels 

model. Then I review the literature around the concept of milieu and introduce the distinction 

between the milieu seen as a collective imprint, and the milieu seen as an historical matrix. I 

explore further how the medial matrix shapes individual humans through dynamic and 

participatory processes of sense-making involving the cultural imaginary and practices. Finally, 

I investigate ethical action as a medial imprint. 

 

 

2.1. Three-levels model 

 

 I present here the three-levels model of the environment, milieu and the individual. Then 

I introduce the useful distinction between the perspective of the observer and the perspective of 

the phenomenological agent. Finally, I explore briefly the social construction of the self, as it is 

an essential relata to the idea of milieu.  

 

2.1.1. Three levels: Environment, Milieu and the Individual 

As I discussed in the introduction, the mainstream dominant worldview about the 

relation between humans and nature is precisely reducing it to these two main elements, creating 

a dualist worldview opposing them. The relation between humans and nature is then 

characterized in many different ways, based on hierarchy, domination, care, ownership, 

stewardship, etc. Sometimes, especially in Western classical dualism, the human-nature dualism 

conveniently overlaps the mind-body dualism. In other words, humans control and own nature 

in the same way the human mind is supposed to control and own the body. 

This dualism has been widely criticized. I shortly give two examples of criticisms that 

converge despite coming from very different horizons. First, many East Asian traditions of 

thoughts are characterized by holism, embodiment and non-duality.30 According to this trend 

in East Asian philosophy, there is no mind-body, or human-nature dualism. Humans are always 

embodied and they should attempt to make “one” with the world. Second, far more recently, 

ecofeminist philosophers have been fervently criticizing this dualism, seeing it as the common 

source of the relations of domination and abuse of humans over nature, and of men over women. 

According to pioneers of ecofeminism,31 the worldview equating nature to emotions, bodies 

and womanhood is using the same reasoning pattern to justify their inferiority and the necessity 

to be controlled, tamed, managed and protected by the reason and minds of human males. A lot 

can be said about the limitations and worrying implications of such criticism. For instance, such 

a criticism risks reinforcing the naturalization and essentialisation of what womanhood and 

manhood consist of and of their dichotomy. 32  Plus, it seems to support an underlying 

                                                             
30 As succinctly defended by Yasuo Deguchi in his forthcoming book. 
31 E.g. Plumwood Val, 1991, “Nature, Self, and Gender: Feminism, Environmental Philosophy, and the Critique 

of Rationalism,” Hypatia 6, No. 1. 
32  Gaard Greta, 2011, "Ecofeminism Revisited: Rejecting Essentialism and Re-Placing Species in a Material 

Feminist Environmentalism," Feminist Formations 23 (2): 26–53. 
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assumption of binary genders, which might be widely consensual in some sociocultural 

contexts,33 but not in all, and which is now under scrutiny.34 Again, such a short description 

does not give justice to the complex depths and multiplicity of these two families of criticisms. 

For now, it is enough to illustrate some of the limitations of the human-nature dualism, which 

will be criticized in more depth in comparison to the characteristics of my conception of the 

milieu in 2.3.2. 

Instead of this dual worldview opposing humans and nature, I develop a model based 

on three densely interconnected levels: the environment, the milieu, and the human individual. 

These three levels can be imagined as concentric circles centred on the human individual, or as 

the field of vision from the perspective of the individual. The reason why I centre the model on 

the individual human is because it is the place of ethical agency. The individual is seeing the 

world, understanding it, making decisions about it and acting upon it always from her specific 

alive standing point. I believe it is entirely impossible to abstract the human individual from 

her situated, embodied and temporally limited existence. Moreover, such an abstraction would 

in no way be helpful in developing a pragmatic environmental ethics designed to support 

environmentally friendly decision-making and actions of living human individuals. Living 

human individuals are my only audience and conversation partners. They are also the only alive 

agents that can currently act and change their behaviours to improve the impacts that humanity 

as a whole has on the planet. Every time I use the terms “we”, “individual”, and “group”, I thus 

refer to alive human beings who could be able to follow my reasoning, to human individuals, 

and to groups of human beings.  

 Individual humans are always existing spatially and temporally in a specific 

environment that is, at least up to now for the overwhelming majority, situated somewhere on 

the surface of planet Earth. This spatiotemporal environment is the fundamental ground and 

receptacle for our existence as it provides us the necessary conditions for our biological life, 

such as food, air, water, atmospheric pressure, etc. It is also the ground from which we think, 

imagine, build meanings and borrow shapes and relations to make sense of our existence. We 

are all living in this spatiotemporal environment, along with other human beings, plants, 

animals and an impressive range of diverse living organisms.  

Figure 1 shows the three-level model. At the base of the circular pyramid lies the 

spatiotemporal environment. For the sake of visibility and to clarify the perspective of the moral 

agent, I isolate the two other levels of the milieu and the individual, but actually, the higher 

levels are simply part of the lower ones. In other words, the three levels can collapse into a 

single one, namely, the world. These three levels are not hierarchized. Instead, they are 

corresponding to different scales of zooming on the interactions between an individual human 

and her world, the latter including the spatiotemporal environment, always mediated by the 

milieu, as we will see.  

For the sake of our discussion, the spatiotemporal environment can be delimited to 

Planet Earth and all the elements directly impacting it (the solar system, etc.). It includes other 

living organisms and nonliving things. It is expanded spatially far beyond what is accessible to 

one single human individual and encompasses at least the entirety of the humanely accessible 

                                                             
33 See e.g.: MacCormack and Strathen (eds), 1980, Nature, Culture and Gender, Cambridge University Press. 
34 Linstead, A., & Brewis, J., 2004, “Beyond Boundaries: Towards Fluidity in Theorizing and Practice,” Gender, 

Work and Organization, 11(4): 355-362. 
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and known surface of our planet. It also expands temporally as it existed before our individual 

births, and will remain existing after our individual deaths. We can also suppose that the 

environment existed before human beings and will exist after our disappearance as a species, 

but it is not necessary to settle or approach this question for our discussion. 

Figure 1: Diagram of the model Environment-Milieu-Individual 

 
 When thinking about environmental ethics, situating the ethical agent within the world, 

imbricated in self-other relations, and observer of other-other relations. Because we are moral 

agents, any relation and interaction involving humans are ethically loaded. In figure 1, the 

highest level of the circular pyramid is the individual human; the phenomenological agent 

capable of ethical decision-making. From the phenomenological perspective, it is the place of 

thinking, feeling, perceiving, introspection, self-criticism and self-reflection. From the 

perspective of the observer, other elements intervene at this scale of analysis, such as cognitive 

biases, neuroscientific knowledge, perception-action couplings, etc., hence the symbol of the 

brain and the circular arrow. When we think, alone, about how we ought to act, who we want 

and should be and why, it happens at this level of “morality”. 

 Yet, we are never really “alone” when we think and reason about morality (or about 

anything else actually). We are thinking with words, concepts, images and ideas that pertain to 

our socio-cultural milieu. We are borrowing the tools for our personal self-reflection from the 

common toolbox of the cultural backgrounds we have access to. We are making sense of the 

world together with other human beings (hence participatory sense-making, which I will 

explain in part 2.3.1). Everything we can imagine is also composed of elements that we found 

in the existing material world and immaterial cultural imaginary. 35  A unicorn is simply a 

                                                             
35 As in the idea of “bricolage” by Claude Lévi-Strauss. Lévi-Strauss notes that mythical reflections are a kind of 

“bricolage”, namely, that all imagined combinations of ideas are limited by the fact that they are borrowed to a 

language and a context that pre-constrain them. The means of the agent doing the “bricolage” are not to be defined 

by a project (as it is the case, at least in theory, in engineering), but by their availability.  See in particular Lévi-
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composition of a horn and a horse, two already existing elements. Finally, the ways in which 

we act are, even when we are alone and nobody is looking at us, informed by our cultural norms 

and practices. 

 The intermediate level of the milieu encompasses ethical relations between humans, 

and between human individual and otherness, including nonhuman living beings and the 

spatiotemporal environment. It is the level of human understood as relational and “in group”. 

Note that the human individual can never be artificially extracted from this medial level 

(“medial” being the adjective of the word “milieu”). Neither can she extract herself from the 

environmental level. There is no human existence out of these two other levels. If we flip the 

situation upside down, we can also notice that we have no direct access to the level of the 

individual alone, nor to the level of the environment without human beings, because all the 

tools we use to think about them and experiences we have of them are mediated by the medial 

level. 

 Before going into more details in the exploration of the milieu in 2.2., I need to clarify 

what conception of the self such a perspective entails. To better approach to this complex 

question of what the human self is, I want first to distinguish two distinct perspectives: the 

external observer perspective and the internal phenomenological perspective of the agent. 

 

2.1.2. Observer versus phenomenological agent  

 An object can appear very differently depending on the standpoint from which we are 

looking at it. This is no different with concepts, especially for ideas that are heavily normatively 

loaded such as ethics, the good, happiness, etc. Sciences are supposed to take as much as 

possible the standpoint of the neutral objective observer. They look at facts and relations that 

are visible from the outside and try to grasp them in the most objective way, that is, as we 

discussed previously about rationalism, the most consensual way. On the other hand, 

phenomenology seeks to analyse, express and understand the experiences or these ideas, facts 

and relations from the inside. 

 Of course, there is no clear-cut border between the perspective of the phenomenological 

agent and that of the observer in part because any observer is also a phenomenological agent, 

and because any phenomenological agent borrows knowledge from the observer standpoint and 

can be the observer of her own phenomenological experiences. Both standpoints are permeable 

to each other. Still, when discussing ethical matters, making it clear from which standpoint one 

argues can contribute to avoiding misunderstandings. 

 The observer perspective tends to be situated outside of the specific circumstances of 

the event or idea to be analysed. This perspective is partially detached from the spatiotemporal 

standpoint. At least, it is detached from the everyday life preoccupations, including aging and 

dying. In contrast, as it happens, most ethical decisions and actions are entangled in everyday 

life worries and embodied in a specific aging and evolving body.  

 An example of a philosophical debate steeped in this ambiguity between perspectives is 

the philosophy of the “good life”. One popular family of theories on what a “good life” consists 

of focuses on the set of actions and events composing the life of an individual and judges its 

                                                             
Strauss Claude, 2008, Oeuvres : La pensée sauvage, Gallimard, pp. 576-582. 
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consistency, morality, integrity and success. This observer perspective on one’s life faces the 

problem that to carry a judgement on one’s life, we should wait for this individual’s death. That 

is why a highly morally negative act committed at the end of one’s life could affect the general 

assessment. From this viewpoint, assessing the goodness of one’s life can be done only after 

death, by an external, supposedly neutral observer. 

 This view is in conflict with the intuition that a good life depends on what the individual 

wants and decides to do, and thus might change depending on external circumstances of one’s 

life. Indeed, instead of focusing on an “objective” assessment post-death when the individual 

cannot express opinions anymore, would not it be more constructive to focus on the day-to-day 

struggles of this individual with specific ethical dilemmas in her life while she can still act on 

them? 

 This debate partly echoes an important distinction in ethics between Kantian deontology 

and consequentialism. For a proponent of an exclusively consequentialist theory of ethics, what 

a good life is can be judged only on the consequences of one’s actions, regardless of one’s 

intentions. An observer view on one’s life is thus sufficient to assess the goodness of one’s life. 

On the contrary, a deontological approach necessitates to know the intentions and moral beliefs 

of the individual in order to carry a judgement on one’s actions. A deontological perspective 

thus requires to include an inquiry into the phenomenology of the agent. As any observer is also 

a phenomenological agent, she observes the other and the world through her own 

phenomenological glasses, even when she makes her best effort to be objective and external to 

her own prejudices and values. Moreover, these distinctions regarding what a good life consist 

of from the perspective of the phenomenological agent or of the observer are related to the 

conceptions of the human self they presume. 

 

2.1.3. The construction of the human self  

 It is hard to explore what the human self is without bouncing into normative questions 

such as what a good life is. We can start with the apparently easier question of where the human 

self is. The self is always anchored in one body situated in a specific spatiotemporal point in 

the world. The embodied self seems to be in between perception and action. From the 

perspective of the observer, we first see others’ bodies that are already covered by indications 

of their identities, such as clothing, tools, body language, etc. From the perspective of the 

phenomenological agent, one perceives the world as composed of different possibilities for 

action, in other words, affordances (as famously described by Gibson).36 Besides, we do not 

consciously think about most of our daily actions (breathing, walking, etc.). We perform them 

automatically and very efficiently.  

 How do we think? This is the question where the explanatory gap between the 

perspectives of the observer and the phenomenological agent is the most apparent. In recent 

years, progresses in neuroscience and cognitive sciences are giving us more information from 

                                                             
36 Gibson defines affordances as: “The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it 

provides or furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to afford is found in the dictionary, the noun affordance is 

not. I have made it up. I mean by it something that refers to both the environment and the animal in a way that no 

existing term does. It implies the complementarity of the animal and the environment.” Gibson James, 1979, The 

Ecological Approach to Visual Perception. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. p. 127. 
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an observer standpoint, shedding light on cognitive biases and on the limitations of our 

thinking. 37  Stays the problem of the consciousness, impenetrable from outside of the 

phenomenological agent position. Only oneself knows how she thinks. But we can try to 

communicate with each other about what is happening in our heads by exchanging descriptions 

and narratives of our thinking. These narratives are using words or ways of expression loaded 

with cultural connotations, social expectations and normative values. The listener to this 

narrative is also understanding it through her own glasses. Moreover, one will tell a slightly 

different story depending on who is listening to her by assessing the other’s values and 

expectations and adapting her own narrative correspondingly.  

 This leads us to the question of which self? We all have multiple social roles, as a mother, 

a sister, a citizen, a teacher, a woman, a native of a region, etc. We are pushing some of these 

social roles forward in a specific interaction with someone else. We sometimes want to be seen 

only as one specific social role. From the observer perspective, we can watch these differences 

in attitudes, body languages and narratives about oneself. We are telling a different story of who 

we are to different people. From the phenomenological agent perspective, self-reflection is a 

form of debate between different voices inside our heads. Our own self is multi-voiced.  

 Bring these elements together, and what we refer to as our self is composed by multiple 

voices rooted in slightly different experiences, emotions, worldviews and values that might 

oppose each other. What is unifying these voices is that they are all appearing from an embodied 

act of consciousness. The narratives that we build to describe ourselves and to justify our 

decisions and actions are often not coherent. They can be composed of episodes without a 

logical narrative linking them. 38  Succession of events in lives are usually accidental or 

coincidental; surely not always filled with clear goal-reaching continuity.39  

The construction that each of us build to make sense of the succession of events of 

consciousness, memories and future aspirations matters because it is used as a normative 

justification for actions. It involves understandings of what is good for oneself and how one 

should behave. Yet, of course, this construction is not done in a vacuum, “alone”, but in constant 

dialogue with others and the world. Some philosophers describe this construction as “a 

discursive action and performance relationally embedded”.40 From this perspective, the self is 

dynamic and “intrinsically uncertain because it is never complete at any moment in time and is 

always in need of a different part of itself, in order to arrive at some clarity in its relation to 

itself and the world.”41 
 As described in my three-level model, the individual self is always situated in a socio-

cultural milieu. The introspection the self conducts at the level of morality is always informed 

by collective voices, ideas, worldviews and theories coming from the level of ethics. The way 

                                                             
37 See for example : Northoff Georg, 2014, Unlocking the Brain, Volume 2, Consciousness, Oxford University 

Press. Or Wang, Z., Jusup, M., Shi, L. et al. 2018, “Exploiting a cognitive bias promotes cooperation in social 

dilemma experiments,” Nat Commun 9, 29-54. 
38 See Strawson Gellen, 2004, “Against Narrativity.” Ratio 17.4: 428-452. 
39  As Lamarque notices. Lamarque Peter, 2007, “On the Distance between Literary Narratives and Real-Life 

Narratives.” Narrative and Understanding Persons, Hutto Daniel (ed.), Cambridge University Press, 117-132. 
40 Gergen Kenneth J., 2011, “The Social Construction of the Self.” The Oxford Handbook of the Self, New York: 

Oxford University Press, 633-653. Especially pp. 646-650. 
41 Hermans Hubert J. M., 2011, “The Dialogical Self: A Process of Positioning in Space and Time,” The Oxford 

Handbook of the Self, Oxford New York: University Press, 654-680, p.674. 
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of thinking and reasoning is largely determined by the theory of rationality that is consensual 

in our milieu. Our personal reflections are reinforced by values and theories that are socially 

shared. As Neisser writes, “our assumptions about ourselves form a “web of beliefs”, drawing 

their meanings from one another and providing each other with mutual support.”42 Most of 

these assumptions, beliefs and meanings about oneself are coming from the milieus we grew 

up in and we interacted with. Thus, one’s web of beliefs about oneself is not isolated within the 

individual thinking, but is reinforced and continuously readapted through interactions with 

others and the world. This aspect will be discussed further in 2.3.1. about sense-making. 

 

 

2.2. Background of the concept of milieu 

  

What is the milieu? According to multiple dictionaries, the word “milieu” appeared in 

English in the middle of the 19th centuries from French and refers to “a person’s social 

environment”,43  or “the people, physical, and social conditions and events that provide the 

environment in which someone acts or lives.”44 Literally, in French, it can mean the middle or 

centre of a place (“lieu”), but also everything that surrounds this central point. It can be the 

centre of a target or a circle. At the same time, it can refer to everything surrounding a being, in 

the middle of which this being exists. Similarly, etymologically, the word “milieu” comes from 

the Latin “medius locus”, “middle place”.45 

Because this thesis aims at discussing human decision-making and actions, we focus 

on human beings at the centre of the milieu. From the observer perspective, the individual exists 

in the middle of her milieu. She is influenced by her socio-cultural and environmental 

surroundings directly and constantly. She also dynamically reacts to events occurring around 

her in a certain way partially determined by her specific socio-cultural backgrounds. She is one 

nod in the wide and dynamic web of interrelations, situated at a specific place and time. From 

the perspective of the phenomenological agent, she generally does not see her surroundings as 

a milieu, a specific environment shaped by socio-cultural dynamics. She sees her surroundings 

as her reality. She sees only the milieu and can hardly access the world without passing through 

it. Entangled in these multiple relations, she is also an agent, acting on them. Her everyday life 

actions support and change the web of relations composing her world. 

Yet, most of the time, the word “milieu” is used from a collective approach, in relation 

with “cultures”. On the one hand, humans shape the world and leave their traces on it. On the 

other hand, humans are shaped by the milieu. The milieu is the mould of culture, and culture 

concomitantly make the mould itself. In Berque’s words,46 the milieu is thus at the same time 

the imprint and the matrix of humans. The word matrix originates from the Latin “mater”, 

mother. It is that from which something originates and develops. We humans are born and grow 

up in particular medial matrices. In turn, imprint refers to the traces that we leave in our 

                                                             
42 Neisser Ulric, 1991, “Two Perceptually Given Aspects of the Self and Their Development.” Developmental 

Review 11: 197-209, p.198. 
43 English Oxford Dictionary, consulted online on December 21st, 2018. 
44 Cambridge English Dictionary, consulted online on December 21st, 2018. 
45 M. Ménage, 1650, Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue française, Paris. 
46 Berque Augustin, 1996, être humains sur la terre, principes d’éthique de l’écoumène, le débat Gallimard, Paris.  

Berque Augustin, 2000, Ecoumène : Introduction à l'étude des milieux humains, BELIN, Paris. 
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surroundings. 

We will now explore the literature around the philosophical concept of milieu. Then, 

we will delve into both sides of this coin: the milieu as a historical matrix, and the milieu as a 

collective imprint.  

 

2.2.1. Watsuji’s fūdo 

 The term of milieu gained popularity in the middle of the 19th century in the move of 

the possibilism, itself developed in opposition to natural determinism. For Paul Vidal de la 

Blache, the main proponent of possibilism, one same milieu can be used in diverse ways, 

depending on production technologies that support diverse ways of life.47  During the same 

period, Jakob von Uexküll introduced the distinction between Umwelt and Umgebung. Umwelt 

refers to the environment of an animal from its own perspective, a self-centred world. In the 

case of human individuals, this is the perspective of the phenomenological agent.48  On the 

contrary, the Umgebung is an Umwelt seen by another observer. In other words, for Uexküll, 

each species has its own universe determined by what they can and need to do, covered by 

corresponding meanings. In recent terminology, each species is perceiving and using its 

environment according to the affordances49 depending on their own embodied possibilities. 

 Even today, in place of the ambiguous concepts of nature or world, sciences and most 

of mainstream international political discourses prefer to use the supposedly more precise word 

“environment”, in Uexküll’s sense of Umgebung, as the natural world surrounding us seen from 

the perspective of an observer. The perceiver is erased, and the “natural environment” is taken 

to be independent and isolated. The idea of “ecosystem services” attempts to illustrate the 

various ways in which we, humans, benefit from the natural environment. But it generally fails 

to recognize the fact that we are precisely the ones designing and defining this independent 

object standing apparently on its own in front of us. We are then left with an illusion of 

objectivity precisely where the diversity of worldviews reaches its peak; in our relationship 

with the world.  

 Almost a century ago, the Japanese philosopher Watsuji Tetsurō50 pointed to this elusive 

relationship between humans and nature with his idea of fūdo. The word fūdo (風土) is 

composed of the Chinese character for the wind, and the character for the soil. It attempts to 

grasp the relation between humans and their environment while recognizing the essential 

subjectivity of the relation itself.  

Watsuji writes in the first lines of his book Fūdo.51 

                                                             
47 Paul Vidal de la Blache (1845-1918) is one of the founder of l’Ecole française de géographie. Vidal de la Blache 

Paul, 1903, Tableau de la Géographie de la France, Paris, Hachette. 
48 Jakob von Uexküll (1864-1944) is considered as one pioneer in the field of ecology. Von Uexküll Jakob, 1909, 

Umwelt und Innenwelt der Tiere, Berlin: J. Springer. 
49 Gibson James, 1979, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception, Boston, Houghton Mifflin. 
50 Watsuji Tetsurō (1889-1960) was a Japanese philosopher. He was professor of ethics at Kyoto University (1925), 

and then held the chair in ethics at Toyko University from 1934 to 1949.  
51 Interestingly, the first lines of Environmental Values by O’Neill John, Andrew Light and Alan Holland (2008, 

Whitehead) strikingly echoes Watsuji’s considerations: “There is no such thing as the environment. The 

environment – singular – does not exist. In its basic sense to talk of the environment is to talk of the environs or 

surroundings of some person, being or community. To talk of the environment is always elliptical: it is always 

possible to ask ‘whose environment?’” There is no mention of Watsuji (or the milieu) in the book. 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tableau_de_la_g%C3%A9ographie_de_la_France
http://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/ia/umweltundinnenwe00uexk#page/5/mode/1up


   

31 
 

What we usually think as the natural environment is a thing that has been taken out of its 

concrete ground, the human milieu-ity, to be objectified. When we think of the relation 

between this thing and human life, the relation itself is already objectified. This position 

thus leads us to examine the relation between two objects; it does not concern human 

existence in its subjectivity. On the contrary, this subjectivity is what matters in our opinion. 

Even if medial phenomenon is here constantly questioned, it is as expressions of human 

existence in its subjectivity, not as the natural environment.52 

“Human existence in its subjectivity” also is what matters to us, because it is the keystone of 

environmental ethics. The natural environment as seen and inhabited by subjective 

phenomenological agents is the milieu. It is in this subjectivity that rests normative assessments 

about good life and ethical actions. From the standpoint of a subjective human, the 

“environment” appears as a web of significations and symbols. This milieu is subjectively 

perceived and co-created by humans. For Watsuji, we are constantly in dynamic cycles of 

codetermination with the milieu. Hence, like the movements of a restless pendulum, we negate 

our self to identify with our milieu, and then we assume our independence and difference from 

the milieu to come back to our self. For an individual, this swinging only stops with death. 

 This dynamic and codetermining relation between the self and its milieu entails a 

conception of the self that is relational, ever-changing and adaptive. Indeed, Watsuji’s own 

conception of the self has been shown to be relational.53 Indeed, not only is our identity built in 

relation with others, but so are our ways of life, ideas and practices.54 Even at the bare physical 

level, we keep exchanging with our surroundings, through breathing, eating, etc.55 For example, 

recent research about the human microbiome shows how we keep exchanging bacteria with our 

surroundings, and how these influence our health and our mood.56 In brief, the individual cannot 

be abstracted from the milieu and the environment. We do not construct ourselves in a 

vacuum,57 but intertwined in multiple relations with others and with the milieu. This conception 

of the self fits with the former constructivist description of a dialogical and dynamic self. The 

                                                             
52 I use my own translation of fūdo as milieu following Augustin Berque’s translation of Fūdo (2011). By economy 

of new terminology, I then translate “fūdosei” as “milieu-ity” (instead of “mediance” as Berque does in French), 

and I use “medial” as the adjective of milieu. Here is the original Japanese text (Watsuji, Tetsurō. 2004. Milieu 

(Fuudo, ningengakuteki koosatsu). Tokyo: Iwanami bunko, first published 1935, 1; Watsuji, Tetsurō. 2011. Fuudo, 

le milieu humain, commentary and translation by Augustin Berque. Paris: CNRS.): 通例自然環境と考えられて

いるものは、人間の風土性を具体的地盤として、そこから対象的に解族され来ったものである。かか

るものと人間生活との関係を考えるという時には、人間生そのものもすでに対象化せられている。従

ってそれは対象と対象との間の関係を考祭する立場であって、主体的な人間存在にかかわる立場では

ない。我々の問題は後者に存する。たといここで風土的形象が絶えずもんだいとせられているとして

も、それは主体的な人間存在の表現としてであって、いわゆる自然環境としてではない。 
53 McCarthy Erin, 2010, Ethics Embodied - Rethinking Selfhood through Continental, Japanese, and Feminist 

Philosophies, Lexington Books. 
54 See, e.g.: A.L. Sevilla, 2018, “Cultural-Moral Difference in Global Education: Rethinking Theory and Praxis 

via Watsuji Tetsuro,” Educational Studies in Japan: International Yearbook 12: 23-34. 
55  See in particular: Yuasa Yasuo, 1987, The Body: Toward an Eastern Mind-Body Theory. Trans. Nagatamo 

Shigenori and T. P. Kasulis. Albany: SUNY Press. 
56 See e.g.: O’Doherty Kieran C., Alice Virani, and Elizabeth S. Wilcox, 2016, “The Human Microbiome and 

Public Health: Social and Ethical Considerations,” American Journal of Public Health, 414-420. 

Rees Tobias, Thomas Bosch, Angela Douglas, 2018, “How the microbiome challenges our concept of self,” Plos 

Biology. 
57 Gergen Kenneth J., 2011, “The Social Construction of the Self,” The Oxford Handbook of the Self, Oxford 

University Press, New York, 646-650. 
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self understood as a web of mutually supporting beliefs is constantly challenged and updated 

with new knowledge concerning its surroundings and itself. It also constantly confronts itself 

with the webs of significations and symbols embedded in the milieu. Both consciously and 

automatically, we continuously make comparisons between the webs of beliefs of our self and 

of our milieu. In case of important mismatch, the difference may spring to our attention and 

force a reassessment of our own beliefs, as we will discuss in 2.4.3. Widespread mismatches 

even may hinder our capacity to thrive in this specific milieu.  

More strikingly, our relationship with the world, namely the milieu encompassing the 

natural environment, mirrors the construction of our identity. Obliterating the former under a 

veil of apparent consensual objectivity hides the various nuances and differences that make us 

who we are as individual agents and members of sociocultural groups. Cultural identities are 

visible in the milieu. The milieu itself is always lived and co-determined, crisscrossed by our 

practices and usages of the space. Practices and usages that are proper in a specific space are 

largely determined by cultural norms and expectations. As such, the milieu is also a place of 

intersubjectivity. It is a place where people meet, and on which people project representations, 

significations and symbols through their common imaginary. This aspect will be discussed in 

more length when exploring how the medial matrix shapes individuals in 2.3. 

As a place of interactions, the milieu is charged with norms regulating how we shall 

exchange, speak and behave with other humans and with other elements of the milieu. As it 

appears clearly in the three-level model, the milieu is also the place of ethics. Ethics emerge 

from the relations between humans among themselves and with their milieus. But my account 

of Wastuji’s milieu would be incomplete without mentioning his concept of betweenness 

(aidagara 間柄). For Watsuji, humans are relational by definition, for the second Chinese 

character of the Japanese word “human” means betweenness and relation. Being human is 

“being inside the world” (yo no naka 世の中), which means not only taking a place within the 

social web of relationships, but also being a part of the environment.  

This “space-in-between” the milieu and humans is what makes actions and self-

reflection possible. We can think and act precisely because we can distance ourselves from our 

milieu. We distance ourselves from the milieu briefly, temporarily and partially, in the midst of 

the constant co-determining cycles and located in our embodiment, but long enough to be 

(partially) autonomous agents. That is, long enough for ethics to emerge from this betweenness, 

as we make our own choices and we take our actions as reflective agents. On top of our 

relationality, agency is another essential aspect of what it is to be human.  

Betweenness is also at the heart of the contradiction contained in the concept of milieu. 

Watsuji notes that we cannot presuppose neither the individuals before the relation, nor the 

relation before the individuals. Indeed, neither has “precedence”. This applies to all expressions 

of betweenness such as words, facial expressions, ways of living, customs, and ethics: they do 

not exist prior to individuals, nor do individuals exist prior to these “moments”, which constitute 

betweenness. Watsuji recognizes this “contradictory relationship” in the movement of 

emergence of the individual and betweenness.58  

This contradictory aspect echoes the bivalence of the relation between humans and their 

                                                             
58 Watsuji Tetsurō, 2007, Ethics (Rinrigaku). Tokyo : Iwanami Bunko, first published between 1937 and 1949, 

1:58. 
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milieu, in that the milieu is both the result of humans’ ways of life, and what makes human life 

possible. This bivalence is captured by Augustin Berque’s application of the bivalence imprint-

matrix to the idea of milieu. Berque first translated Watsuji’s book Fūdo (1935) into French and 

Watsuji’s concept of fūdo as milieu.59 He developed his own idea of milieu around the concept 

of fūdo. He traces the idea of the milieu back to Plato.60 In Ancient Greek, the chora (Χώρα) 

refers to the countryside surrounding and subsiding the city. In Modern Greek, it refers to both 

the territory and the village. In Timaeus, Plato compares the chora to both a mother and an 

imprint.61 He recognizes the contradiction in the concept, namely that the same thing designs 

simultaneously the centre and the surroundings, but insists on its existence. Berque notes that 

like the milieu, the chora is at the same time a matrix and an imprint. Berque relates these 

apparently self-contradictory concepts of chora and milieu to the idea of the landscape. Indeed, 

as human geographers have been discussing for decades, the landscape seems to be at the same 

time existing “inside” the social perception and imaginary of a collectivity, and “outside” of the 

human world, as it is composed of mountains, seas, trees and rocks.62 

 Watsuji includes the landscape within his idea of milieu, as he writes in the first line of 

the first chapter of Fūdo that fūdo is a “general term including for a particular region, climate, 

weather, geology, soil quality, geographical features, landscape (keikan) etc.”63 But Watsuji did 

not use the matrix-imprint bivalence in his description of the milieu. Yet, interestingly, he 

mentions briefly the word “imprint” when he discusses landscape to warn us against the risk of 

opposing human activities and a passive natural environment. He writes:  

“Thus, the landscape of a region cannot be an imprint carved by the group living in this 

region by itself on a nature standing opposed to the group. Instead, the group expresses 

the content of the group’s ethical organization into the shape of the land. Then, 

landscape is an internal scene in the human existence; it is not an environment which 

surrounds from the outside human beings.”64 

In other words, we should not misunderstand the relation between the group and the milieu as 

if the landscape were the result of groups “trying to make the shadow of themselves cast on a 

particular nature last forever.”65 Watsuji insists that far from being a given, “the environment 

or natural region” is changed by human activities66 throughout history. In this “environment or 

nature”, there are “cultivated countryside, planted mountain areas, towns lined with water 

streams, and villages scattered across the plains”, which are nothing but the “shape” of the 

human groups. In other words, it questions the very possibility of isolating something 

                                                             
59 Watsuji Tetsurō, 2011, Fuudo, le milieu humain, commentary and translation by Augustin Berque, CNRS, Paris. 
60  Berque, 2000. See also Augustin Berque, 2019, The mesological foundations of sustainability, International 

Cosmos Prize Memorial lecture, 22-36. 
61 Plato, Timaeus, 50, d2 and c1. 
62 E.g.: Besse Jean-Marc, 2018, La nécessité du paysage, Marseilles, Editions Parenthèses. 
63 ここに風土と呼ぶのはある土地の気候、気象、地味、地形、景観などの総称である。Fūdo, 1935. 
64 Watsuji Tetsurō, Rinrigaku 3, 2007, Iwanami Bunko, pp. 315-316 (emphasis in the original) (own translation).  
65  My gratitude goes to Miyata Akihiro for pointing out this passage to me and for coining this elegant 

reformulation. 
66ところで、前者は(環境あるいは自然的地域）、気候的植物的な地域として、太古以来の人間の営為

により著しく変化してきたものである。そこには耕作された田園や植林された山地があり、また水流

に添って並ぶ町々とか平野に散らばる村落とかがある。それらはすでに人類の集団の姿にほかならな

いのであるが、これを環境として一方に立てるとすると、それに対する人類の集団は何らか空間的な

姿でないものとして立てられなくてはならぬ。Watsuji Tetsurō, Rinrigaku 3, 2007, Iwanami Bunko, pp. 316-

317. 
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supposedly “purely natural” deprived from any traces of human activities.67  

 Still, Watsuji continues noting that it is possible to approach the alterity and outside 

character of the concept of environment by an abstraction process. For example, natural 

sciences attempt to reach the neutral reality of environmental phenomena by minimizing as 

much as possible interferences from human experience. Indeed, while we always grasp the 

world through the intersubjective filter of the milieu coloured by the cultural context, the quest 

of natural sciences can be understood as to avoid cultural relativism by constructing another 

mode of intersubjectivity. Still, Watsuji warns that we should not forget two things. On the one 

hand, this environment is the result of the “expressions of human existence”; that is the side of 

the imprint. And on the other hand, we should not forget that the “subjectivity of human 

existence can only be grasped from within” the landscape and the environment, which echoes 

the matrix side of the milieu. Pairing the idea of imprint with the idea of matrix, like Berque 

suggested, avoids the risk of objectifying the environment and abstracting a subject-object 

relation. In other words, milieus are both the collective matrix and the imprint of humans living 

on Earth. 

 

2.2.2. Collective imprint 

 “Human imprints on Earth are collective.” This sentence can be understood in two ways. 

First, human imprints are collective in the sense that they are the product of societies and 

cultures. Second, human imprints are collective in that individual actions themselves are 

collective. The first sense is the most common in most of Watsuji and Berque’s works. This 

understanding faces the difficulty to demarcate what a society and a culture is. Both authors, I 

speculate deliberately, leave this question vague, drawing on the common sense of the reader.68 

Yet, this vague common sense is problematic, insofar as it rests on the assumption shared by 

the dominant majority of a community (in this case, the readership), as I discussed in the 

introduction. The delimitations of the group counting as a society or a culture, too, are highly 

normative and political. Indeed, delimiting what a culture encompasses inevitably requires to 

mark out some elements and individuals. Deciding who is included in and who is excluded from 

a group is always a political and ethical decision that has important consequences in the real 

world. Despite these difficulties, it is impossible to ignore this question when discussing real-

world problems.  

                                                             
67  I thus disagree with Johnson’s interpretation of Watsuji’s fūdo. Johnson rejects the “equation of fūdo with 

everything that environs a human being” (p.31), for fears it might reduce its explanatory power and “render this 

notion almost useless” (p.32). Instead, Johnson proposes to follow two criteria to clarify what the philosophical 

concept of fūdo entails. The first criterion “comes from nature itself, which is a kind of given that presents certain 

regions as articulated wholes around which boundaries can be drawn”(p.34), which Johnson claims to be found in 

Watsuji’s “taxonomy of basic types of fūdo”. With the second criterion, Johnson aims at distinguishing “nature 

from artifice”, and draws the line as follows: “A newly created species of crop and a reservoir count as constituents 

of a fūdo; the installation of telephone poles and the erection of skyscrapers do not, even though they affect the 

space and scenery of a landscape” (p.37). Johnson insists that the plant and the river are a “sheerly given self-

unfolding of things”. Yet, as shown by my discussion of Watsuji here, Johnson’s criteria seems to go against 

Watsuji’s recurrent emphasis on the dynamicity and inseparability of human activities and their landscape, which 

includes villages, thus would probably include telephone poles and skyscrapers. (Johnson David W., 2019, Watsuji 

on Nature, Japanese Philosophy in the Wake of Heidegger, Northwestern University Press, Evanston, Illinois.) 
68 In Watsuji’s work, the highest and ideal scale of the group is often argued to be the nation, which has led many 

to criticize his work as nationalistic.  
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 For now, let us put this question aside, as this interpretation is widespread and 

ubiquitous in the literature. To seek slightly less ambiguity, I define here collective imprint as 

the sum of the consequences of the actions (and inaction) of the individuals that are part of a 

specific group. For each real-life usage, it will then be necessary to state what such a specific 

group we are referring to, and assume the highly probable political implications of such a 

statement. To use the type-token distinction, it is the type of humans to leave imprints on the 

world, but each group’s imprint is a specific token of this relationship. 

 Then, how are individual actions themselves collective? The actions made by an 

individual agent are collective because they rest on collective significations and values, and 

more concretely, on tools and usages pertaining to a specific cultural group. This can be 

observed at the basic level of the experiences that an individual has and at the level of the 

concrete technical and economical relationships on which individuals are building their sense-

making. I will borrow two examples to illustrate this point: Watsuji’s example of the coldness 

and Berque’s example of the pencil. 

As I mentioned, the Japanese word fūdo is composed by the Chinese characters for wind 

and for soil. To feel and perceive the dynamicity of winds, one needs to be anchored and situated 

at a place on soil. The soil is where one is always standing, one’s point of observation and 

perception of the caresses of the surrounding air. Watsuji’s example of the cold makes the 

importance of the perspective of the phenomenological agent clear. Coldness does not exist to 

an observer. A neutral observer can measure the temperature but cannot know if it feels cold or 

not for the living being experiencing it. But still, coldness is not purely internal and individual, 

it is a shared experience insofar as it is defined with others through words, salutations, social 

activities, etc. My Indonesian friend sitting next to me does not experience the same coldness 

as I do, because what she grew up with being defined as cold is radically different from my 

upbringing. To her, coldness is exceptional and linked to an imaginary of pictures of foreign 

landscapes seen from inside her home, through media. To me, coldness is the sign of wearing 

winter clothes, starting a fire and eat warm meals. Practices and norms that we learnt from the 

milieu we grew up in are directly influencing our present experiences. Our cultures have been 

built around the relation between the collectivity and the milieu. In Watsuji’s terms, coldness 

exists within the relation, the betweenness.69  Wastuji follows the possibilist paradigm and 

argues that facing similar environmental constraints, different individuals and cultures will 

elaborate diverse solutions. 

The milieu is also a set of eco-techno-symbolic relationships. Besides norms regulating 

human interactions, the milieu is designed according to specific usages of elements of the 

natural environment. Concrete practices associated with specific symbols and meanings are 

linked with corresponding technologies. Tools are key elements of the milieu that clearly reflect 

the specific relation between a group of humans and their milieu. Berque uses the example of 

the existence of the pencil as intrinsically relational.70 The pencil is part of a first set of symbolic 

systems: writing, words and languages, which implies human relationships, sense-making and 

the cultural imaginary. Then, it is also part of a second technical system: the forest and trees cut 

to produce the wood, the machines used to process it, the paper mills producing the paper, etc. 

                                                             
69 Watsuji, 2004, 13. 
70 Berque, 2000, 92. 
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These activities all are imprints that constitute the milieu. 

The milieu is shaped by our usages. Landscapes are striking expressions of these 

relations. One look at Indonesian terrasses rice fields in contrast with Swiss mountainous 

wooden pastures is giving us information about the differences of the concrete relations that 

these two cultures have developed with their specific milieus. Usages are informed by collective 

representations of the milieu, but also by the accessibility of techniques, and importantly by 

traditions. The diversity of ways in which humans built and designed their surroundings are 

well known and widely discussed not only in geography, but also in engineering, urbanism and 

other applied sciences. For instance, the impact of irrigation techniques on the organization of 

the space and societies is not to be demonstrated anymore.  

Most of current environmental problems are also collective imprints. In some cases of 

locally delimited soil, air and water pollution, the borders of the collectivity responsible for this 

imprint can be marked. Yet, pointing out the responsible collectivity is much harder and even 

almost impossible for most environmental problems, as the most responsible collectivity often 

does not correspond to the immediate one living where most of the pollution is concentrated. 

Climate change and sea-level rise are also human collective imprints on Earth, but their 

responsibility cannot be assigned to one, or even to a set of sociocultural collectivities. These 

global medial imprints are results of activities of the whole of human collectivities.71 Moreover, 

the human groups involved in these imprints are not only the currently existent ones, but also 

past generations. Cultures and societies today rest upon their respective and common histories.  

 

2.2.3. Historical matrix 

 The milieu is historical. The milieu carries the signifying traces of the past, co-creates 

significance with the living humans and transmits it to the future generations. The organization 

of a particular medial matrix, both in terms of social contracts and in terms of usage of the land, 

is the fruit of the ways of life of past generations inhabiting the place, and of their interactions 

with travellers and other groups elsewhere. This process unfolds over time, and that is what 

Watsuji himself refers to as historicity. He notes that “we live with the past human beings within 

us”, and that this “rich past content without limits that defines the present” is the source of the 

present “unity of the ethical social organization” .72  For Watsuji, the social organization is 

multilayered, spanning from the scales of the family, the village, up to the scale of the nation, 

and ethics emerges from the relations that bind together the members of these communities.73  

 The signifying traces take different forms, starting with the tangible heritage. Tangible 

heritage consists of buildings and artefacts recognized as having important cultural significance. 

The Great Wall of China is an example, but it also includes Roman roads, sites of the Industrial 

Revolution, and so on. We can also enlarge the definition of tangible heritage to include any 

human-made material element carrying important symbols and significations. Of course, the 

decision of what is important is determined by normative values and opened to debates and 

                                                             
71 We will discuss this problem in Chapter 4 on Responsibility. 
72 Watsuji Tetsuro, Rinrigaku 3, Iwanami Bunko, Tokyo, 2007, p. 156 (own translation).  
73 See also: Carter Robert, 1996, “Introduction to Watsuji Tetsuro Rinrigaku.” Watsuji Tetsuro's Rinrigaku: Ethics 

in Japan, Trans. Yamamoto Seisaku and Robert E. Carter. 
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negotiations. Regardless of the official listings,74 the point is that the milieu is literally covered 

with historical heritages entangled in their environmental settings.  

 The heritage can also be intangible, referring to music, tales and dances. Obviously, 

these can be recorded in material things such as books and videotapes. But they all 

fundamentally need to be performed, because their survival depends on the performers and the 

audiences. This also includes craftsmanship, and techniques of using some natural elements as 

tools and materials to make something else. The knowledge of weaving robes and cultivating 

certain crops is intangible, but still a central element of the design of the milieu.75 

 Traditions are also signifying traces of the past. They are the inherited and established 

patterns of thoughts and practices. The very fact that some traditions are not verifiable and that 

many have been recently constructed from scratches reveals the need that societies have for a 

common imaginary supporting practices and guiding behaviours. Celebrations and festivals 

give rhythm and meaning to life events (such as birthdays and weddings), and ground feelings 

of belonging and togetherness within a community. 

 These traditions are important features of the common imaginary. The common 

imaginary is the set of values, meanings, stories and concepts that are shared by a particular 

group (see 2.3.2.). It is often largely influenced by the linguistic community and overlaps with 

religious backgrounds. Notably, it includes social and ethical norms. Some of these floating and 

unspoken norms are crystallized into laws. Being written, recorded and debated, laws are easier 

to analyse and give an interesting access to common imaginaries of older times and faraway 

places. Norms and laws are normative expressions of worldviews through practices. Because 

they are often the product of long historical processes of negotiations, these concrete structural 

expressions of conceptual worldviews retain a strong inertia and generally do not change easily. 

In the case of environmental issues to be tackled with rapid legal changes, the inertia of laws 

seems to be an obstacle. Yet, it also gives us precious information on past and present ethical 

worldviews, on the shoulders of which we are continuing to build our current normative systems.  

 Finally, languages, symbols and meanings are essential parts of the historical medial 

matrix. One crucial element of this matrix is the linguistic system. We learn our mother 

tongue(s) from our caregivers, but also from people surrounding us, and from symbols, sounds 

and colours that cover our surroundings. Since infancy, we absorb all this information and make 

it our own, as an essential part of our identity. Belonging to and coming from a particular socio-

cultural community, itself supported by a medial matrix, is definitely a key element of our 

identity. But this aspect of our individual identity goes beyond our individual life. As members 

of a particular socio-cultural community and children born out of a particular historical medial 

matrix, we also carry the signifying traces of the past and co-create significance in the present. 

 Wastuji highlighted the importance of the historicity of the milieu. Historicity unfolds 

itself through every human action, considered as adapted reproductions of ancestral gestures 

characteristic of the belonging to a socio-cultural community. But more importantly, for Watsuji, 

diverse forms of human communities developed as systems of dynamic movements of 

                                                             
74 Such as the World Heritage List of the UNESCO Heritage Center, see: whc.unesco.org/en/list/ 
75 Intangible heritage is recognized of importance by the UNESCO's Immaterial Heritage Convention, and the 

World Heritage Convention. For a critical discussion, see, Labadi Sophia, 2013, Unesco, Cultural Heritage, and 

Outstanding Universal Value, Value-based Analyses of the World Heritage and Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Conventions, Rowman and Littlefield. Especially pp. 127-155. 
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innovations, that is, as the expressions of partial and temporary freedom from their natural 

environment. Any human community is grounded on the spatiotemporal structure of human 

existence. Finally, this structure is defined by these cyclic pendula movements of negation of 

the self to identify with the milieu, and of negation of the negation by coming back to the agency 

of the self.76  

No social structure is possible if not grounded on the spatial structure of subjective human 

beings; and temporality, if it is not grounded on social existence, cannot become historicity. 

[…] The individual dies, the relation between individuals changes, but while dying and 

changing, individuals live and their betweenness continues. […] What is “being towards 

death” from the perspective of the individual is “being towards life” from the perspective 

of the society.77 

Historicity is to temporality what the milieu is to spatiality: its humanely subjective human 

relata. Importantly, Watsuji draws a clear line between human individual existence 

characterized by death and the social existence of the community. The social community 

survives the individual. This makes sense if we understand the social community as the whole 

composed by the cultural imaginary, meanings, norms and practices characterizing a specific 

way of life. Yet, the individual does not die without influencing these by sustaining them and 

changing them.  

 Nevertheless, we face here again the problem of drawing the borders of the community. 

Remarkably, we can hardly identify a social community from within. Usually, we can identify 

it at the easiest by contrasting it with others and by highlighting the differences. In his 

dissertation on Watsuji’s work titled “Ethics”, Anton Sevilla refers to this aspect as the “self-

realization of identity through difference”.78  He notes that for Watsuji, a community (or in 

Watsuji’s problematic words, a “totality”) can “only realize its own identity in history by 

coming into relation (or conflict)” with other communities. In other words, a community can 

only fully realize the particularities of its medial matrix in relation with others.79 From this 

perspective, external diversity seems to be an essential feature of –maybe even a necessary 

condition for– internal identity. Possibly, the very fact that we can relate to the world and to 

                                                             
76 I discuss Watsuji’s idea of self in a previous article. The cyclic movements between the world and the self 

“constitute betweenness and, thus, constructs the individual. The first movement is the dissolution of the self into 

the other, into the community of humans, and into the milieu itself. This collapse of difference between the 

individual and the other leads to the negation of the self. The second movement is the negation of this negation; 

namely, negating the social to return to the self. As Watsuji writes: “The negative structure of a betweenness-

oriented being is clarified in terms of the self-returning movement of absolute negativity through its own negation” 

(WTZ 1: 117). Thus Watsuji’s notion of the self is not fixed but rich and dynamic. Instead of being a nihilist, as 

some critics suggest, it is more accurate to read him in the light of the Mahayana Buddhist notion of emptiness.” 

Droz, Laÿna, 2018, “Watsuji’s Idea of Self and the Problem of Spatial Distance in Environmental Ethics”, 

European Journal of Japanese Philosophy 3: 145-168. Quote pp. 149-150, adapted. 
77 Wastuji, 2004, 19-20 (own translation): 主体的人間の空間的構造にもとづくことなしには一切の社会的

構造は不可能であり、社会的存在にもとづくことなしには時間性が歴史性となることはない。歴史性

は社会的存在の構造なのである。ここに人間存在の有限てき・無限的な二重性格も明らかとなるであ

ろう。人は死に、人の間は変わる、しかし絶えず死に変わりつつ、人は生き人の間は続いている。そ

れは絶えず終わることにおいて絶えず続くのである。個人の立場から、見て死への存在であることは、

社会の立場からは生への存在である。 
78 Anton Luis Sevilla, 2014, Watsuji Tetsurô’s Global Ethics of Emptiness, Palgrave, p. 73. 
79 Besides, this phenomenon is classical in anthropology, as it shows in the work of Frederik Barth. Barth Frederik, 

1969, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The social organization of culture difference, Bergen/Oslo, 

Universitetsforlaget, Londres, George Allen & Uwin. 
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ourselves in a rich diversity of ways is precisely what makes us human, as communities and as 

individuals.  

 

 

2.3. Updating the idea of milieu  

 

Please contact me to access these parts. 
 

 

2.6. Summary  

   

 In 2.1., I develop the “three-levels model” based on three densely interconnected levels, 

like concentric circles centred on the human individual (1), always surrounded by the milieu 

(2), and situated at a point in the environment (3). I centre the model on the individual human 

because it is the place of ethical agency, that is, perception, decision-making and action. Then, 

I distinguish between the observer perspective and the phenomenological agent perspective. 

Depending on which perspective we take, questions and situations take very different colours. 

Finally, I insist on a non-atomistic and dynamic conception of the self that is intrinsically 

relational. Indeed, we are always anchored in one body situated in a specific spatiotemporal 

point in the world (namely, the milieu and the environment), in between perception and action. 

To make sense of the succession of events of consciousness, memories and future aspirations, 

we are constructing our idea of ourselves that we also use to normatively justify our actions. 

 I introduce the concept of milieu in 2.2. The Japanese philosopher Watsuji Tetsurō 

(1889-1960) developed the concept of fūdo (風土), that I translate by “milieu” following 

Augustin Berque’s work. The milieu is the “environment” as it appears covered by web of 

significations and symbols from the standpoint of a subjective human. We are constantly in 

dynamic cycles of codetermination with the milieu. On the one hand, the milieu shapes and 

nurtures human communities and relational individual, namely, acts as a matrix. On the other 

hand, the milieu is shaped through the traces that individuals and communities leave throughout 

their lives, namely, their imprints. Then, the diverse milieus we are living in today have been 

built through different historical processes that span beyond the individual life.  

 I discuss how the medial matrix shapes the individual human beings in 2.3. The medial 

matrix surrounding an individual is shaped through the historical process of leaving collective 

medial imprints (the sum of the individual imprints), and it is in turn shaping the individual 

human beings. I highlighted three main processes at play in this nurturing process of individuals 

by the medial matrix. First, individuals make sense of the world and themselves in a 

participatory way, what Hanne De Jaegher refers to as participatory sense-making. Second, 

individuals usually draw meanings and narratives from the cultural imaginary in which they are 

thinking and which limits what they can think like the transparent walls of a fishbowl. Third, 

the individual actions are constrained and guided by socially accepted practices. Interconnected 

and mutually supporting sets of practices compose social structures that organize individual 

behaviours and actions in each specific milieu. 

 Finally, in 2.4., we saw the ethical action as the desirable medial imprint. Regardless of 

one’s intentions, awareness, knowledge, etc., the individual leaves imprints in the milieu that 
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can be (1) direct (all the significant traces left by the action of an individual), (2) domino effect 

(spanning up to the global level), and (3) mediated (by virtue of being a member of a social 

structure). I consider as significant traces any effect that is important enough to cause 

irreversible damages (such as a species extinction) or to trigger domino effects resulting in 

changes of the milieu or of the environment affecting other species- survival and other humans- 

fulfilment. Mediated medial imprints are the significant effects that an individual agent has by 

virtue of being a member of a social structure. There can be consequences of one’s existence 

(market analysis), one’s being somewhere (shame, imagination), one’s appearance (body, 

clothes) and social roles (body language), one’s inaction (letting something happen and not 

complying to a consensual practice), etc. 

 From the perspective of the phenomenological agent, most actions are done 

automatically without deliberation. The agent is blinded by automatisms, partial ignorance 

about the possible consequences, the transparent walls of the cultural imaginary, dogmatic rock-

bottom beliefs hiding and deforming parts of the reality, and the social role endorsed at the 

moment of taking the action. On top of that, any deliberation process is bodily constrained and 

limited by time and by the theory of rationality the agent is relying upon. Nevertheless, an action 

can move from the automatic grey part of the automatic-deliberate spectrum to the centre of the 

spotlight of deliberate action, especially when the agent faces unexpected outcomes, social 

pressure and blame, and moral shocks. 

 All in all, the individual agent is always situated at a particular point in time and space. 

The surroundings that she perceives are results of historical processes, and they shape and 

influence how she thinks, what she does, and whom she becomes. This is the milieu understood 

as a nurturing matrix shaping the individuals. But the individual agent is also taking decisions 

and acting on her milieu, in other words, leaving imprints that, together with imprints of other 

individuals sharing the milieu, will shape the milieu. This is the milieu taken as the result of the 

collective human imprints. Finally, as the individual is both relational and the place of ethical 

agency, any action leading to a significant imprint on the milieu (and on the environment) can 

be considered a potentially ethical action. 
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3. Sustainability 

 

 To ethically orientate our actions and projects that have impacts on the environment, we 

need to define the general direction of what outcomes are desirable, and what outcomes should 

be avoided. This brings us to the philosophical question of what is good, or at least, what is 

preferable. As we discussed in 1.3., the goal here is not to provide a comprehensive ontological 

and cosmological theory of the good but to reach some minimalist basic premises that could 

reach consensual agreement among diverse worldviews and cultural backgrounds. 

Pragmatically, we need to have a general direction of what is good in order to coordinate and 

collaborate to take common actions towards it.  

 In 1.3.3., I proposed two minimalist premises that could be consensual enough among 

individuals from different cultures. The first premise is “We value human existence”. I 

mentioned that this premise opens the question of what is actually valuable in human existence, 

and that answers to this question are generally deeply rooted in rock-bottom beliefs depending 

on the worldviews and cosmologies adopted by the individual. Yet, we can quite safely assume 

that valuation of human existence is not limited to currently living human beings but includes 

the possibility of continuation of human existence in the future.  

Then, to ask the question of “what is good” at the three different levels of the individual, 

the milieu and the environment (2.1.1.) may shed more light on a consensual ethical direction 

for common actions. At the environmental level, valuable human existence translates in basic 

survival and the fulfilment of the vital needs of (at least some) living human beings, that is, the 

survival of the human species. The easiest way to insure the possibility of fulfilment of the vital 

needs of human beings, both in the present and in the future, is to preserve a relatively healthy 

environment whose self-regulating processes are still autonomous enough to continue 

providing vital services without requiring any human intervention. Next, the concept of milieu 

emphasizes the importance of relations. What is good at the level of the milieu appears to be 

healthy relations, but how to develop such healthy relations remains mysterious. It raises 

plethora of questions of fairness, equity, distribution of resources and powers, etc. Finally, what 

is good at the level of the individual is the possibility of leading a meaningful life.  

Then, what seems to be good at one level might conflict with what appears to be good 

at another. For example, to develop fairer80 relationships, distribution mechanisms and usages 

of the land at the level of the milieu might conflict with what some privileged and dominant 

individuals understand as their flourishing life. Moreover, to preserve the environment to 

provide sufficient resources for the vital needs of individuals might require to limit the growth 

of the human population, which is likely to conflict with the dominant values of many milieus.  

At the same time, the three levels are inseparable and intrinsically imbricated. Indeed, 

as the individual is constantly in cycles of codetermination with her milieu and with other 

individuals sharing the milieu, it does not take a big step to understand that a web of healthy 

relations around the individual supports greatly the possibility of leading a meaningful life. 

Moreover, the importance of the environment is also encapsulated as conditions for the 

flourishing of the individual, as most milieus value strongly some elements of the environment, 

                                                             
80 “Fairer” primarily in terms of human relationships, but could include nonhuman living beings and other 

entities. 
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and as the environment as a provider of vital needs for human beings. These reflections bring 

us back to the second premise briefly mentioned in the introduction: “A healthy environment 

and a meaningful milieu are necessary conditions for human existence.”  

A direction for positive ethical actions is then to maintain and develop the conditions of 

possibility of meaningful lives, the most basic conditions of possibility being a healthy 

environment and a meaningful nurturing milieu. I refer to this direction as “sustainability”. In 

this chapter, I defend my working definition of sustainability as the maintenance and the 

transmission of a living meaningful milieu and of a healthy environment. Consequently, actions 

and projects are non-sustainable when they are undermining the conditions for their long-term 

continuation and fulfilment. As such, they can be considered harmful. Sustainability gives us a 

direction relatively to which we can judge the goodness and the harmfulness of actions and 

projects.  

In 3.1., I present and defend my working definition of sustainability that focuses on 

preserving the conditions of continuation of flourishing and self-determining human existences, 

for which it appears necessary to maintain the global environment autonomous and to develop 

diverse and adaptable milieus. In 3.2., I draw some normative implications from my definition 

of sustainability, namely, two criteria of evaluation of practices (the possibility of continuation 

and the minimization of harm), a necessary and precautionary prohibition, and some virtues of 

holistic conduct. Finally, in 3.3. I discuss some objections to and limitations of this definition 

of sustainability. 

 

 

3.1. Precaution, diversity and environmental autonomy 

 

Without even speculating about future generations’ desires and needs, we can already 

look at the world right now and observe a high diversity of worldviews and values concerning 

what is good in human existence. On top of this obvious diversity in worldviews come 

differences in the applications of these worldviews to the real world. As Jamieson writes: 

“conflicts can occur not only among plural values, but even when we seek to apply a single 

value in different circumstances.”81Which echoes the observation that even if we consensually 

agree on a general idea of the “good” as “sustainability”, diverse interest groups and 

interpretations will differ regarding what concrete applications it implies. This diversity is 

irreducible and even desirable to a certain extent, as it foster dialogue and the construction of 

better solutions.82 

Finally, there are more answers to the question of “what matters in human life”, than 

living human beings. Accepting the plurality of worldviews is not only a precautionary step, as 

I discussed in the introduction, but it is also a necessary one if we believe that what makes 

human life so beautiful and precious is precisely the fact that each of us choose how to build 

our life. Of course, any choice is informed and shaped by the milieu and the multiple 

interactions with others, as discussed in Chapter 2. But still, the individual remains an agent 

who thinks, imagines, chooses and acts, in short, who leads her life. 

                                                             
81 Dale Jamieson, 2008, Ethics and the Environment: An Introduction, Cambridge University Press, p.168. 
82 We will discuss this aspect more in 5.2. 
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 A possible way out of this high diversity of opinion regarding what matters in human 

life is to protect the possibility for individuals to choose themselves to lead their life in what 

they judge to be a meaningful and fulfilling way within, obviously, some general ethical 

limitations. Interestingly, the United Nations Millennium Ecosystem Assessment presents 

“freedom of choice and action, including the opportunity to achieve what an individual values 

doing and being” as a “precondition for achieving other components of well-being”.83  Yet, 

despite being recognized as both a “precondition” and as depending on the other components 

of well-being (security, basic material for good life, health and good social relations), and 

despite being erected as such a crucial element of human well-being, is not problematized, 

defined or justified in the report. This is understandable, as a philosophical detailed justification 

for self-determination and freedom of choice is likely to face reluctance from some member 

states with diverse cultural backgrounds. Still, in the context of a philosophical argumentation 

for sustainability, I need to justify the premise of self-determination (in 3.1.1.) and to defend it 

against possible objections (in 3.3.1). Nevertheless, in our state of uncertainties and doubts 

emerging from the pluralism of worldviews, preserving self-determination could be a 

precautionary step. In other words, the argument goes: 

(1) What should be maintained is the possibility for self-determining flourishing 

human existences.  

(2) It requires a healthy environment for epistemological, normative, historical 

reasons, in particular for political reasons as it neutrally provides fulfilment of 

vital needs.  

(3) It requires meaningful milieus, as they carry meanings beyond the individual life 

span and codetermine human identities.  

Yet, (1) often conflicts with (2) and (3), because of the problem of distribution of resources and 

power, and the dynamics of oppression and domination. Plus, these dynamics of hierarchisation 

and the diversity of systems of distribution are often central and meaningful characteristics of 

the social structure of a particular milieu.  

 Remarkably, diverse milieus (3) and human existences (1) are dependent on each other, 

and both depend on the global environment (2). Therefore, the order of the definition could be 

reversed and start with the maintenance of meaningful milieus, which entails and depends upon 

flourishing human existences, and thus requires a healthy environment.84 Nevertheless, the idea 

of meaningful milieus appears to be more complex and debatable than human existences, and 

                                                             
83 Ecosystems and Human Well-being, Synthesis, A Report of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005, Walter 

V. Reid et. al., Island Press, Washington DC. p. V. (italic in the original). See also Figure p. VI. They further note: 

“Freedom of choice and action refers to the ability of individuals to control what happens to them and to be able 

to achieve what they value doing or being. Freedom and choice cannot exist without the presence of the other 

elements of well-being, so there is an indirect influence of changes in all categories of ecosystem services on the 

attainment of this constituent of well-being. The influence of ecosystem change on freedom and choice is heavily 

mediated by socioeconomic circumstances. The wealthy and people living in countries with efficient governments 

and strong civil society can maintain freedom and choice even in the face of significant ecosystem change, while 

this would be impossible for the poor if, for example, the ecosystem change resulted in a loss of livelihood. In the 

aggregate, the state of our knowledge about the impact that changing ecosystem conditions have on freedom and 

choice is relatively limited. Declining provision of fuelwood and drinking water have been shown to increase the 

amount of time needed to collect such basic necessities, which in turn reduces the amount of time available for 

education, employment, and care of family members. Such impacts are typically thought to be disproportionately 

experienced by women (although the empirical foundation for this view is relatively limited) (C5.4.2)” p.54.  
84 My gratitude goes to Yasuo Deguchi for shedding light on this point. 
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it could be understood or developed in a way that does not require human existences.85 

Therefore, the normative premise of preserving the possibility for flourishing human existences 

is kept at the starting point, as it is likely to be simpler and more consensual, as discussed in 

1.3.3. 

 These three propositions composing the starting point of my definition of sustainability 

echo the three levels of the individual, the milieu and the environment (see the pyramid in 

Figure 1, 2.1.1.). At the level of the human individual, what is desirable is health and self-

determination, which I will discuss in 3.1.1. These require a healthy and autonomous 

environment, for reasons that I will present in 3.1.2. Finally, as a characteristic of human life is 

the need for meaning, human well-being also depends on meaningful and diverse (to foster the 

variety of choices) milieus. I will discuss this last aspect in 3.1.3.   

 

3.1.1. Flourishing and self-determination 

 

 

Please contact me to access these parts. 

 

  

                                                             
85 In ecology, the idea of milieu could be adapted to any species. In this understanding, which differs from the 

updated concept of milieu used in this dissertation (see 2.3.2. and 2.3.3.), placing the premise of preserving 

meaningful milieus first could not necessarily entail the preservation of human existences. See the discussion of 

Uexküll at 2.2.1.  
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4. Responsibility 

 

This chapter discusses individual moral responsibility for environmental harm within 

the framework of the milieu. Responsibility is the duty to answer for one’s actions and the 

consequences caused by them, that is, to assume them and, in case of harm, to take reparative 

actions. There are three dimensions in this concise definition. First, responsibility has to do with 

the consequences of one’s action. It raises the question of what counts as causation and causal 

contribution. This question is challenging, especially if we take into consideration the multiple 

scales of consequences, including mediated and domino-effect consequences as discussed in 

Chapter 2. The second dimension has to do with the readiness to be answerable or to be held 

accountable for something. It relates to the capacity of the agent and touches aspects of mental 

health and freedom. The third dimension addresses the question of what an agent is required to 

do when it is established that she caused a specific harmful consequence, and that she is 

accountable for it. Without this more concrete aspect of what reparative actions an agent 

recognized as responsible for an action must do, responsibility would remain a floating concept 

void of useful applications. In the literature, this third dimension often appears under reflections 

about punishment. 

Understood in these terms, responsibility appears to connect a past action with a future 

expected action. Responsibility can be used as a hinge connecting what the agent did in the past 

with what she is ethically required to do in the future. From this perspective, the two dimensions 

of causal contribution and answerability are more retrospective dimensions, while the 

dimension of reparative actions is prospective. This last dimension requires further 

investigations into what is regarded as good, and about towards what ideals the reparative 

actions taken should be oriented. In Chapter 3, I suggested that the idea of sustainability 

provides such an ideal of good that can be compatible with different worldviews. 

Up to now, I argued that an individual is simultaneously shaped by the milieu, and 

shaping her milieu. The individual is shaped by the milieu as a matrix because she is making 

sense of the world in a relational and participatory way, she is borrowing concepts and ideals 

from the cultural imaginary, and she acts guided and constrained by practices rooted in the 

milieu. In other words, the medial matrix shapes the capacity of the individual, namely, if she 

thinks of herself as a potentially responsible agent or not, what she thinks is good, what she 

thinks she can and she is required to do by the social expectations surrounding her, etc. Of 

course, these influences do not eliminate the agent’s capacity to reflect, think and make 

decisions that might run counter to socially expected practices and worldviews. But they 

strongly contribute in shaping the individual reasoning and range of possible decisions and 

actions.  

 The individual also leaves imprints in the milieu. These imprints can be direct, that is, 

all the significant traces left by the action of an individual. They can also have domino-effect 

consequences spanning up to the global level. And they can also be mediated, propagated, 

multiplied and sometimes orchestrated by the actions of other agents who are members of the 

same social structure. If, as suggested by the idea of medial imprint, we include all these 

consequences into the realm of what an agent is responsible to have caused, we run into a 

reductio ad absurdum objection. Indeed, one could appeal to extremes and argue that an agent 

is then somehow contributorily responsible for everything happening in the world. As a result, 
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the very idea of responsibility would become absurd, as it amounts to saying that everybody is 

responsible for everything, and so eliminating the ethically pressuring force of the idea of 

responsibility. This argumentation can be heard in laymen discussions and in some political 

debates about the assignment of responsibility for environmental problems such as climate 

change. Notably, the wide-encompassing account of imprint on which my account of moral 

responsibility is based includes far-reaching consequences that might be excluded under the 

common understanding of causation. For this reason, instead of “causal responsibility”, I 

carefully prefer to speak of “contributory responsibility” as it encompasses consequences that 

the agent contributed to cause, but which she is not the sole contributor. In some cases, her 

contribution alone might even have made no significant difference in the occurrence of the 

consequence.  

 Three lines of answers can be developed. First, one can object the extrapolation because 

any social structure has some limits as to who and what is included and what is excluded. 

Similarly, any domino-effect consequence is also limited in scope, in the sense that the effects 

in spatiotemporal realms far distant from the action are insignificant. Thus, it is not plausible to 

argue that an agent is responsible for everything happening in the world. 

  Second, one can define the concept of responsibility in a way that does not restrain it to 

causal responsibility. Indeed, the limitless extrapolation of the contributory responsibilities of 

an agent needs to be blocked by the limited scope of what an agent can actually do. In other 

words, the risk of reductio ad absurdum in the assignment of responsibilities is to be nuanced, 

because responsibility must be balanced with the agent’s mental health. To knock down an 

individual agent with guilt related to overwhelming responsibilities for the role she played in 

the occurrence of harmful events is not desirable. In our contemporary world, many feel hostage 

of a harmful system in which they have little to say. Regardless of the question if this claimed 

powerlessness is a convenient excuse or a real limitation, an agent considering herself powerless 

and experiencing overwhelming guilt and pain is highly unlikely to take reparative actions. On 

the contrary, she is likely to turn away from the perceived source of these unpleasant feelings, 

putting into doubt the existence of the problem (e.g. climate change denying), or playing down 

her personal responsibility in its occurrence (e.g. powerless hostage of states and corporations). 

From a pragmatist standpoint, contributory responsibility thus needs to be balanced with the 

individual’s capacity to be held responsible. 

 Third, responsibility can be argued to be non-binary. On the contrary, responsibility can 

be derived in a wide range of degrees and forms, each requiring different kinds of reparative 

actions and reactive attitudes. This is already the case for criminal responsibility. The assassin 

who shot dead someone will is likely to be considered fully responsible for her crime, and to 

receive a heavy sentence. Meanwhile, the secretary of the victim who shared information about 

the schedule of the victim with the assassin is not held as the fully responsible for the death as 

the assassin, only as complicit. Similarly reasoning can be applied in the case of the assignment 

of ethical responsibility to individuals for environmental problems. The farmer spreading 

herbicide on her field can be held fully responsible for the local loss of biodiversity in the 

surroundings of her own field, while being held only partially responsible for the contamination 

of the underground waters of the neighbouring village. This is, of course, debatable, and further 

investigation is needed to clarify what kind of reparative actions are required for what kind of 

harmful consequence. 



   

47 
 

 In this chapter, I will argue and develop an account of individual moral responsibility 

for environmental problems weaving around these three lines of arguments. I will first explore 

what counts as contributory individual responsibility in the case of environmental problems. 

Then, I clarify the capacity-responsibility that an agent has by virtue of being a member of a 

social structure. Finally, I will discuss what reparative actions are expected by the assignment 

of moral responsibility. 

 

 

4.1. Imprints and contributory individual responsibility  

 

A fundamental dimension of responsibility is intrinsically linked to a relation of 

causation between the agent and an event. The most obvious cases of contributory individual 

responsibility are when responsibility is assigned for and limited to the consequences that are 

caused directly by the action of an agent. It can also include omissions, in other words, inaction. 

Debates in philosophy and in Law about what consequences are considered to be caused by an 

agent’s action (or inaction) are ubiquitous and have been going on in different traditions for 

thousands of years. Instead of diving into these details, for the purpose of discussing 

responsibility for environmental problems, I accept a wide-encompassing definition of causal 

contribution. I assume that it is enough for the agent to have made a difference in the occurrence 

of an event in the world for her to be considered to have played a role in causing this event. 

Conversely, if the agent had not supported a certain state of affairs, then the event would not 

have occurred. This includes supporting a state of affairs by inaction and by refraining to take 

actions to prevent its continuation and to protest against it. 

This wide-encompassing account of causal contribution is clearly not equivalent to 

individual moral responsibility as a whole. If so, it would frontally collide with a widely shared 

intuition related to questions of freedom and control of the agency. For instance, Aristotle 

already argued that legal responsibility could be assigned only if the action was voluntary, 

namely, if the agent had the capacity to act otherwise. 86  According to him, an action is 

involuntary when the agent is coerced or ignorant of relevant elements. Coercion can be internal 

(e.g. mental limitations, drugs, etc.) or external (e.g. if the agent’s hands are chained, etc.). 

Ignorance of laws and relevant facts is also affecting the voluntariness of an action. When it 

comes to assigning contributory responsibility to an individual agent for her action and its 

consequences, it is hard to separate what pertains uniquely to causal contribution, and what 

involves judgements of capacity. So, from the perspective of the observer, even though a causal 

relation was established between an agent and an event, it is not enough to hold the agent 

responsible for this event. In order to clarify what the criteria appropriate to assign contributory 

responsibility are, it is first necessary to explore the relationship between actions, events, and 

consequences. I will do so in connection with medial imprints.  

                                                             
86 Aristotle, 1984, “Nicomachean Ethics”, Book III W.D. Ross (trans.), revised by J.O. Urmson, The Complete 

Works of Aristotle, The Revised Oxford Translation, vol. 2, Jonathan Barnes (ed.), Princeton: Princeton University 

Press.  

Golding Martin P., 2005, “Responsibility,” The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of Law and Legal Theory, ed. 

M. Golding and W. Edmundson, Blackwell Publishing, 221-235.  
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4.1.1. Actions, consequences and imprints 

Please contact me to access these parts. 

 

 

4.4. Summary  

 

 In 4.1., I defended here a wide-encompassing account of individual contributory 

responsibility based on the idea of medial imprint. I argued that, especially when it comes to 

environmental problems, it is not enough to assign contributory responsibility for actions. It is 

required to treat omissions symmetrically to actions, as omissions can have consequences to 

the same extent that actions do. In order to treat contributory responsibility without entering 

into details about the capacity of the agent herself, I borrowed Fischer and Ravizza’s minimal 

criteria for contributory responsibility, namely, the historical self-recognition of the agent as 

agent and of her guidance-control mechanism as her own. Then, I further expanded the coverage 

of contributory responsibility to repeated actions, lifestyles, and passive support to the state of 

affairs, and argued for an irrevocable contributory responsibility for an agent’s imprints. Instead 

of questioning what the agent has done, it becomes then more promising to question what she 

could and should do to prevent the occurrence or continuation of a harmful state of affairs, e.g. 

to leave less harmful imprints on her milieu. 

 Besides, I showed that this account of contributory responsibility allows to tackle 

problems of harms generated by accumulated yet individually imperceptible effects. I rejected 

the proposal of addressing these problems as matters of collective responsibility of the group 

as a group, because of fears about the implications that such a concept could have to the 

repartition of responsibility internal to the group. The account of contributory responsibility I 

presented here is thus limited to individual contributory responsibility for her imprints, 

including the imprints that are mediated by the actions of other individuals. Besides, 

contributory responsibility declines into different degrees, depending on the distance in the 

causal chain between the agent herself and the harm, that is, how many interventions by other 

agents were needed for the harmful consequence to occur after the agent’s acting. Conditions 

making the action actually possible, that is, prior to the agent actually doing it, are excluded 

from this criterion, because they have to do with the capacity of the agent.  

 

In 4.2., three factors affecting the capacity of the agent to be responsible were discussed 

in relation to the medial matrix. Because of the common intuition according to which an agent 

cannot be held responsible for an action if she did not have any alternative, we first asked what 

alternatives where thinkable by the agent. We distinguished three possible cases related to the 

state of knowledge of the agent regarding the potential harmful consequences of her action: 

deliberate, predictable yet ignored, and unknowable. We argued that the degree of responsibility 

of the agent decreases with the level of ignorance of the agent regarding both the possible 

consequences of her action, and the possible alternative courses of action she might have chosen. 

Second, we argued that responsibility should vary depending on the easiness to act 

otherwise. We distinguished three different options that may be available to the agent once she 

identified a practice that has harmful consequences. The first easiest and safest option is for the 
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agent to change her behaviour slightly. Second, the agent can choose to follow an alternative 

practice, which requires more efforts, but usually does not present high risks for the agent 

herself. Third, the agent can also frontally challenge a practice and publicly denounce it, risking 

backlash from blame up to death. This last option is the hardest and raises questions related to 

activism and the acceptation of protest in different socio-cultural context. We will discuss it in 

more details later. Here, we argued that the easier the alternative behaviour was for the agent, 

the more responsible she is for the harm she contributed to causing and for changing her 

behaviour. 

Third, we discussed the idea that with great power comes great responsibility. We argued 

that, along with mental health, fulfilment of basic needs, is a basic threshold under which the 

agent can be excused of her responsibility for some particular harm. When it comes to 

environmental harm, an agent cannot be held responsible if the only alternative options she had 

to reduce the harmful consequences did not allow her to fulfil her basic needs at least as much 

as the harmful option she used. Conversely, bystanders to the situation of a vulnerable agent 

forced into committing harmful actions have a responsibility to empower the agent up to the 

point where she becomes able to act otherwise. If they omit to do so, then they have a 

contributory mediated responsibility for the harm produced by the action of the vulnerable agent. 

The responsibility of non-vulnerable agents increases along with their powers regarding a 

particular issue, that is, what one should do depends on what one can do. 

 All in all, I suggested three main criteria to assess the capacity of an agent to be 

responsible: predictability and state of knowledge of the agent, easiness to act otherwise, and 

powers. These allow use to decide of a degree of capacity-responsibility, to be balanced with a 

degree of contributory responsibility. This is a complex enterprise and requires case-by-case 

analysis. Moreover, this is not enough to assess what the – relatively – powerful agents are 

expected to do to prevent a harmful consequence when they are not directly contributorily 

responsible for it – but might have a mediated contributory responsibility for it in virtue of 

being a member of the social structure. To do so, we need to draw borders and to fix priorities 

regarding who and what is to be the considered as the most important object of care. 

 

Degree of responsibility High Partial Low 

Contribution: Distance in the 

causal chain 

Direct Domino-effect Mediated 

Capacity: Predictability  Deliberate Predictable yet 

ignored 

Unknowable 

Capacity: Easiness to act 

otherwise 

Slightly change 

behaviour 

Opt for an 

alternative practice 

Public 

confrontation 

Capacity: Basic needs and 

powers 

High powers Basic needs 

fulfilled but no 

special power 

Lack of basic needs 

Table 2: Degrees of responsibility 

 

 Finally, in 4.3., I discuss what reparative actions we are expected to take in this account 

of responsibility. Our responsibility to take reparative actions is largely determined by our 

capacity. For most of us, as our capacity is the greatest in our local milieu, so is our 

responsibility to take reparative and preventive actions. Regarding the environmental harm, we 
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are directly contributing to cause by engaging in particularly harmful practices individually, we 

then have a direct responsibility to change behaviour. Moreover, we also have a responsibility 

to take actions collectively to change the social structure. These actions aimed at influencing 

harmful shared practices can be done by withdrawing one’s passive support to them, or by 

becoming politically involved in resisting them, while supporting and building alternative 

environmentally friendly practices. 

 Of the four worries related to the use of collective responsibility, we addressed three. I 

suggested that reparative actions should be focused on the local milieu, and on the de facto 

groups the individual is a member of. Then I suggested that dilution of responsibility leading to 

passivity could be avoided by isolating the main perpetrators. I further argued that the 

attribution to each individual of a particular degree of responsibility regarding a specific issue 

could prevent individuals to feel resentment for being unfairly treated, and so avoid social 

unrest. The last worry of internal oppression remains, and it emerges especially when 

attempting to hold others responsible.  
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5. Common grounds 
 

 Our account of individual responsibility regarding sustainability is the cornerstone of 

the motivational framework that supports sustainable behaviours that this dissertation aims at 

developing from concept of milieu. Figure 6 synthesizes the motivational framework that 

results from our discussion in the previous chapters. Sustainability is the normative direction 

towards which the motivation framework aims. The three levels model87 that encompasses the 

individual, the milieu and the spatiotemporal environment is represented on the background in 

concentric areas enveloping the phenomenological agent. The intermediary level of the milieu 

bridges the neutral spatiotemporal environment and the phenomenological agent. In the middle, 

the framework of the milieu bounds together the phenomenological agent, the medial imprint, 

the community and the medial matrix in dynamic cycles. Finally, the individual 

phenomenological agent faces ethical choices and must balance her agency and vulnerabilities, 

which echoes the balance of contributory responsibility and capacity responsibility. 

 

 
Figure 2: Motivational framework of the milieu as common grounds 

 

                                                             
87 See Figure 1. 
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 In this motivational framework, sustainability is grounded on common grounds that are 

anchored on the milieu. How we can nurture and develop common grounds is the object of this 

chapter. To fulfil our responsibilities and render our milieus more sustainable, we need to build 

common grounds to foster collaboration with each other. Indeed, the normative implications of 

our definition of sustainability, as well as our account of individual responsibility pertain to the 

relation one has with others and with ideas and projects. This should not surprise us, as we have 

adopted a conception of the individual as relational (see 2.1.1.), and as these relations constitute 

precisely the heart of ethics. A relation is composed of multiple interactions of many kinds, 

from face-to-face encounter with another human being to the discovery of an idea or a way of 

doing through reading a book or through observation of some elements of one’s milieu. As such, 

there are many ways of weaving a relationship, and sometimes the relation becomes harmful 

for one (or many) of the parties. We have already mentioned several times this potential harmful 

threat that one faces when interacting with otherness. Now is the time to explore it in more 

details. 

 Keeping in mind our criteria of minimizing harm, the question of how to develop 

“healthy” relationships emerges. I use here “healthy” as being the least harmful and potentially 

mutually enriching. Again, in our conception of the self and the milieu, the web of relations that 

the self is part of is constitutive of the self. In other words, the relation is not a link appearing 

between two already existing and independent elements, but it determines mutually both these 

two elements. To use Kusalis’ metaphor, this type of relation is like two overlapping ellipses, 

for each of which the overlapping area is a constitutive part of what they are (each ellipsis being 

one of the two elements in relationship).88 In contrast, Kusalis argues that in Western traditions 

relation is often understood as a simple line between two independent ellipses. Regardless of 

the details and developments of Kusalis ideas, his image is useful insofar as it perfectly 

illustrates the importance of the relation when understood as constitutive of the elements in 

interaction. Indeed, from this image, it appears clearly that entering in a relationship with 

another appears threatening, because it does not simply implies adding an external connection 

to ourselves, but to potentially change our very identities. Similarly, in this view, the loss of a 

relation is not simply the cutting off of one tie, but instead it might involve losing a part of 

oneself.  

 Debatably, not all relations are constitutive in this strong sense. Some might be quite 

superficial and not constitute crucial parts of one’s identity. People relate to each other in a 

whole range of different types of relationships leading to reciprocal influences of different 

depths, and different modes of interactions. Pushing further the metaphor of the ellipsis, close 

friends bound by an intimate relationship might share a lot, that is, their ellipses might overlap 

significantly. But when it comes to the stranger with whom you bump in the street and exchange 

a few words of excuses, then your ellipses might barely touch, and you might need to refer to a 

more general and cultural common ground to ensure that your ephemeral relationship goes 

smoothly.  

 Then, the art to weave healthy relationships amounts to the art of seeking and 

developing common grounds. Before diving more into the details of the interactions, let us 

                                                             
88 Prof. Kasulis discussed this metaphor in his intervention at Kyoto University in 2019 (CAPE workshop). For a 

more lengthy discussion, see his book: Kasulis Thomas P., 2002, Intimacy or integrity: philosophy and cultural 

difference, University of Hawai'i Press.  
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explore what these common grounds could be. The English word “ground” has multiple 

interconnected meanings. It can refer to a basis for action, argument, belief, or even to a basic 

metaphysical cause. 89  It can also have a spatial meaning, referring to a surrounding area 

(background), to the surface of a planet and to an area used for a particular purpose (as the 

usage of the word in relation to farming, battle, or even an area of knowledge). Another crucial 

meaning is soil or earth. Finally, it can also refer to an electric connection with the earth. 

Similarly, the verb “to ground” does not refer exclusively to bringing something to the ground, 

but also to providing a justification or a reason, namely, a basis for knowledge. Note that the 

English “ground” etymologically comes from the Old High German “Grunt”, which became 

“Grund”, and also contains semantic bivalence both the ground as the soil, and a reason or 

justification.  

 In the light of this semantic analysis, my keyword “common grounds” also carries 

multiple meanings. First of all, our common ground is literally the surface of Planet Earth, and 

the fertile soil on which we stand and which supports the ecological systems provisioning 

nutrients and healthy conditions for human existence. This first “physical” meaning calls us to 

be aware of the commonness of nature as the interconnected ecosystems of planet Earth.  

 Second, as I suggested in the introduction, we need shared moral standards applying to 

all human beings, that is, common grounds in the meaning of reasons and justifications for 

common actions. The global environmental crisis highlights our vulnerability and fragility to 

changes in our environment of each of us, and of all of us as specie. When I introduced the two 

central premises of my argumentation, I already suggested that we have in common the facts 

that we value our existence and that we are vulnerable to changes in our environment as 

individuals and as specie. This primordial vulnerability can give us a “universal” common 

ground; a common reason to coordinate our beliefs and actions at least sufficiently to ensure 

sustainability. Obviously, such common grounds are far from granted, and vulnerability gives 

us only a starting point from which we can develop different justifications corresponding to 

different contexts and milieus. 

 This brings us to the third important dimension of “common ground”; the milieu itself. 

The word “ground” had also a spatial dimension, as the area we use for a particular purpose. In 

this sense, “common grounds” can refer to the locally used areas and to the resources to be 

exploited on these grounds, including the spatial areas. This spatial ground is the milieu, as the 

local space carrying multiple possibilities for usages, and thus being the stage of multiple 

conflicts of usages for this space. This notion of “common grounds” here means potential 

conflicts for appropriation of these grounds, as in the usage in the context of battles, and the 

expression “losing ground”.  

 All in all, the first physical sense of grounds as the planet Earth is already a common 

ground in the literal sense, which can serve as a basis for developing common grounds in the 

second sense, that is, common justifications and reasons for actions. In this second sense, 

developing common grounds as common justification for certain lines of actions is the general 

objective of this whole dissertation. Finally, the third meaning of the word “ground” reminds 

us of the importance of locating and contextualizing any process of developing such common 

                                                             
89  According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary: https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ground#h1 

(accessed on May 13th 2019). 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ground#h1
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justifications, as they will largely depend on the webs of meanings available in a particular 

milieu. Let us keep in mind these three main meanings of the word “ground” when exploring 

the ways of weaving relationships and interacting with otherness. 

  A practical central question within my ethical framework is: how can we nurture and 

enlarge common grounds between different individuals to develop consensus? We can ask this 

question at a very basic level, that is, how we are ethically building ourselves and others through 

relations. We will cover this very intimate aspect of the vulnerability of becoming in 5.1. 

Besides, we can also question how we can enlarge common grounds and build dialogue in the 

political arena, that is, how we can reach temporary consensus with opponents who disagree 

with our own position. This encompasses questions of tolerance, namely, which other opinions 

are tolerable, and which are not. We will address this point in 5.2. Lastly, the main question of 

5.3. is: until where are we legitimate to impose our own position in the case of intolerable 

opinions and actions within the context of global interconnections, and how, where and why 

should we intervene.  

 

 

5.1. The vulnerability of becoming 

 

 Please contact me to access these parts. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

 The general objective of my doctoral dissertation was to build a motivational framework 

that supports sustainable behaviours and that can be consensual in the global context of 

pluralism of worldviews. The corner stone of this framework is the concept of milieu, 

characterized by four aspects.90  

 First, milieus are built through mutual relations and thus the concept recognizes the 

interdependence and inseparability of human beings with their environment. We are shaped 

by the milieu as a matrix through participatory sense-making, borrowing meanings from the 

cultural imaginary and guided by practices; reversely we are shaping the milieu by our imprints. 

In Chapter 2, I introduced the conceptual framework of the milieu91 to show how we develop 

worldviews and practices through mutual relations with others and with our milieu.  

 Second, milieus are constantly changing, thus remaining opened to sustainable changes. 

To guide individual responsibility and motivation, I provided a (re-)definition of sustainability 

in terms of milieu in Chapter 3. In terms of milieu, sustainability is the maintenance of the 

conditions of possibility of continuation of self-determining flourishing human existences.92 

This temporal dimension gives a normative direction for sustainable ethical decision-making. 

It entailed a general prohibition, namely, that human beings should not individually and 

collectively deplete or destroy the global environmental systems to the point where these 

systems cannot independently provide healthy living conditions to current and future human 

beings. Preserving and developing the range of choice of individuals also entails cultivating 

meaningful, diverse and adaptable nurturing milieus. I further proposed two criteria of 

evaluation to facilitate the application of this approach to individual ethical decision-making, 

namely, minimizing harm and fostering the possibility of continuation in the long term. 

 Third, milieus are experienced by phenomenological agents, which links the milieu to 

the core motivation of the agent to adopt sustainable behaviours. In Chapter 4, I developed an 

account of forward-looking individual moral responsibility that results from the balance 

between capacity-responsibility, which captures the individual vulnerabilities and needs shaped 

by the medial matrix, and contributory responsibility, which encompasses imprints that the 

individual’s way of life leaves on the milieu. Within human individual experience, agency and 

vulnerability are inseparable and concretely anchored within and dependent on the milieu. 

 Fourth, milieus are interconnected globally in a dynamic network, which allows the 

concept to articulate different scales of analysis, such as the three levels of the individual, the 

milieu and the global spatiotemporal environment. But it also confronts us directly with the 

diversity of worldviews at the global scale, as milieus and individuals interact and mutually 

influence each other. It raises the question of how we could and should interact to foster 

sustainability. In Chapter 5, I explored how we can nurture and enlarge common grounds, be it 

within our immediate interpersonal relations, in the political arena within the milieu, or by 

networking beyond our milieu. I suggested a series of safeguards to follow when taking action 

                                                             
90 See Table 2. 
91 See Figure 2. 
92 See Table 5. 
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at each of these levels.93 These safeguards draw concrete limits within which we should take 

responsible action directed towards sustainability in collaboration with others.  

 The concept of milieu entails four characteristics: the external dimension of relational 

interdependence, the temporal dimension of dynamic changes, the internal dimension of 

phenomenological experience and the spatial dimension of global interconnection. These four 

characteristics allow the milieu to provide common grounds for a consensual ethics of 

sustainability. Indeed, the concept of milieu is culturally sensitive and places ethics at the core 

of the relation between human phenomenological agents and their milieu. 

 The motivational framework developed in this doctoral dissertation from the keystone 

of the concept of milieu and individual moral responsibility is directed towards sustainability.94 

Crucially, this motivational framework is dynamic. It aims at guiding individual decision-

making towards sustainability and at fostering collaboration with communities within and 

beyond the milieu. Ongoing individual decision-making processes are intertwined with and 

influenced by countless interactions with others and the milieu. The dynamic webs of relations 

that constitute milieus are changing as a result of individual decision-making, and of influences 

from other milieus, as well as environmental changes. Zooming out until the global scale, these 

dynamic webs of relations cover the globe and span historically from roots in the past to 

possible futures. They form a wide net intertwined with normative relations always attached to 

particular milieus and they are perceived and deliberately revised by individual 

phenomenological agents. This wide net forming global environmental ethics is far from 

coherent, and is instead characterized by the multiple and highly diverse medial particularities 

and normative beliefs carried by different communities, covering milieus and embodied by 

individual ways of life. By virtue of the mutual interdependent relations binding together the 

individual human agents and their milieus, there cannot be one universal ethic of sustainability, 

but multiple ethical worldviews coloured and structured by the milieus in which they are lived.  

 Due to the diversity of worldviews and values that exist at the global level, conflicts 

regarding what practices are considered sustainable and what meanings and values are desired 

to be maintained inevitably arise. This is why an underlying goal of my dissertation was to 

provide some practical keys regarding how to deal with these conflicts and develop a consensus. 

On the one hand, the minimalist normative premise that justifies sustainability for the sake of 

the preservation of flourishing human existences aims at fulfilling this goal by being widely 

consensual and acknowledging the diversity of worldviews and ways of living considered as a 

“good life”. Some limitations of this argument and tentative solutions to them were provided in 

terms of objections to individual self-determination.95 On the other hand, crucial safeguards 

against one-sided interventionism and imposition of one’s own values on others were discussed 

in Chapter 5 on common grounds. In particular, the nuances of tolerance were explored. 

Moreover, I examined the conditions for and limitations of activism within the milieu, the 

collaboration between milieus and the interventionism across borders in the light of the need 

for consensual common actions.  

 Zooming in the experience of the individual agent, I scrutinized the concrete ethical, 

                                                             
93 See Table 10. 
94 See Figure 6, Chapter 5.  
95 See 3.3.1. 
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practical and emotional implications of the abstract general discussion regarding sustainability 

and common grounds. Confronted to the complexity of adopting and supporting sustainable 

ways of life, the phenomenological agent is likely to go through an emotional roller-coaster, 

while navigating between social and psychological obstacles, the temptation to avoid 

responsibility and the motivation to take responsibility. To help the individual agent in this 

challenging journey, four virtues of holistic conduct were drafted: humility, adaptability, self-

reflectivity and curiosity. First, given the limitations of her knowledge and capacities, and her 

ineluctable vulnerabilities, the agent was encouraged to seek humility. This humble 

precautionary stance acknowledges the relational interdependence that characterizes the 

framework of the milieu (Chapter 2). Next, the second holistic virtue is adaptability, which 

reflects the goal of the motivational framework to encourage sustainable ways of life. Like the 

dynamic changing milieus, individuals can and should be ready to change their practices, habits 

and worldviews to direct their lives towards sustainability (Chapter 3). Third, individual self-

determination and flourishing were shown to be closely tied to ethical decision-making. The 

very idea of moral responsibility is bound to the virtue of self-reflectivity as the means to shed 

light on the internal experience of the agent and to make deliberate ethical choices (Chapter 4). 

Fourth, inwards self-examination is not sufficient as agents cannot be taken out from the webs 

of relations that tie them to their milieu and to others. Thus, the final virtue of curiosity 

encourages individuals to look beyond their situated standpoints, which is a prerequisite for 

developing common grounds with others, and collaborate to build more sustainable social 

structures (Chapter 5). 

 Finally, this doctoral dissertation contributed to develop the concept of milieu inspired 

by Watsuji Tetsurō’s fūdo, and apply it to the fields of applied environmental ethics and global 

political philosophy. In the future, the motivational framework I developed could be used in 

interdisciplinary researches. For example, the concept of the milieu can be adapted to the idea 

of landscape96 and can be used to identify leverage points to bring transformational change 

towards sustainability from a systemic perspective. 97  More specifically, by clarifying the 

imprint-matrix bivalence, the framework of the milieu highlights the inseparable 

intertwinement of relations binding individuals, communities and milieus and sheds lights on 

the “chains of leverage”98  connecting them. The framework of the milieu could be useful 

beyond the fields of philosophy and ethics, especially in interdisciplinary research that includes 

normative aspects. 

 Furthermore, this doctoral dissertation proposes an account of the relation between the 

concrete local environment, sociocultural worldviews and individual decision-making and 

experience. It roots ethics in a particular environmental milieu and sociocultural context. As it 

clarifies the relations between scientific facts, values and sociocultural milieus, it would be 

interesting to explore the potential of the framework for the science-policy interface. The 

motivational framework may provide a tool to help to translate policies into norms that fit the 

                                                             
96 As I drafted in my presentation titled “Does “Satoyama” Really Refer to Beautiful Landscapes?” on August 

31th 2019, at the 5th Annual Conference of the European Network of Japanese Philosophy on Philosophy and 

Beauty in Nagoya, Japan.  
97 Meadows, D., 1999, Leverage points: Places to intervene in a system, Hartland, WI: The Sustainability Institute. 

 Abson, D. J., Fischer, J. et al., 2017, “Leverage points for sustainability transformation,” Ambio, 46, 30–39. 
98 Fischer and Riechers, 2018, “A leverage points perspective on sustainability,” People and Nature. 
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local particularities of the milieu in terms of values, norms and beliefs. Further research is 

needed to decipher the possibilities and limitations of the motivational framework to policy-

making and science-policy interface.  

 Moreover, this dissertation connects ethics all the way from the scale of the internal 

experience of the individual agent up to the global reach and limits of the individual imprints, 

all mediated by the sociocultural milieus. As the focus of this dissertation on the individual 

human experience and individual moral responsibility, it comes as no surprise that more 

research should be done to explore how the flows of influences and ideas run between and 

across milieus. Indeed, borders are porous, be it boundaries of milieus, communities or 

embodied individual humans. 99  The individual appears as a nexus of multiple flows and 

influences that might originate far away from the scope of her understanding and reach. 

Investigating the dynamics of these flows and processes might be a promising alley for future 

research. Specifically, clarifying these dynamics might highlight the community’s interactions 

with the medial matrix and the medial imprint. 

 Another exciting direction for future research would be to move the framework of the 

milieu beyond the focus on an individual human being. While the motivational framework built 

in this doctoral dissertation was centred on individual human beings insofar as they are the 

agents of ethics, including nonhuman species as active partners and members of our 

communities without erasing our human situated standpoint could be interesting. Indeed, 

deliberately shifting our focus from human beings and considering human beings as members 

of multispecies communities could possibly encourage more sustainable ways of life. In other 

words, thinking that we are members of a multispecies community, adapting worldviews 

around this idea and living as members of biotic communities could lead us, human beings, to 

adopt more sustainable ways of life. More-than-human research explores this possibility by 

shedding light on the close intertwinement of interdependent relationships in the biotic 

communities, 100  and by imagining sustainable futures in which humans are not giving 

themselves superiority over other species.101  

 The motivational framework developed in this dissertation does not exhaust the 

exploration of the normative aspects of sustainable solutions and the challenges of the current 

global environmental crisis. Still, it sketches possible avenues to help us understand how we 

relate to the natural environment through our particular sociocultural lenses, and what we can 

do to foster more sustainable and flourishing ways of life. This can be done from our individual 

limited standpoint, as well as together with others. The motivational framework of the milieu 

does not ignore the challenges of the global pluralism of worldviews, of conflicts within the 

                                                             
99 I discuss this aspect in a paper titled “Living through Nature: Capturing Interdependence and Impermanence in 

the Life Framework of Values” to be submitted soon to the Journal of Philosophy of Life. A former version of 

this paper was presented at the Second International Conference on Philosophy and Meaning in Life, October 7-

9, Waseda University, Tokyo, Japan. See also: Rees Tobias, Thomas Bosch, Angela Douglas, 2018, “How the 

microbiome challenges our concept of self,” Plos Biology. 
100 Kirksey, S.E., Helmreich, S., 2010, “The Emergence of Multispecies Ethnography,” Cultural Anthropology 25, 

545–576.  Rupprecht, C.D.D., 2017, “Ready for more-than-human? Measuring urban residents’ willingness to 

coexist with animals,” Fennia 1 195, 142–160. Ogden, L.A., Hall, B., Tanita, K., 2013, “Animals, Plants, People, 

and Things: A Review of Multispecies Ethnography,” Environment and Society 4, 5–24.  
101  van Dooren, T., Kirksey, E., Münster, U., 2016, “Multispecies Studies: Cultivating Arts of Attentiveness,” 

Environmental Humanities 8, 1–23. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ECO2mP


   

59 
 

political arena, or of how it can be overwhelming at times to take our own individual 

responsibility in the environmental crisis. The milieu connects us with others, but also with 

natural elements that are meaningful to us and on which we depend, and with past and future 

generations. We cannot exist and live outside of the milieu. As much as the milieu nurtures us, 

we have an ethical responsibility to cultivate milieus that are healthy and meaningful. Beyond 

being the very condition for flourishing human lives, the milieu also provides us common 

grounds for global environmental ethics.  

 

 

 


