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“In the beginning there was the swamp, the
hoe, and Jussi."
“Täällä Pohjantähden alla”, Väinö Linna (1959)
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Agents in the Human Niche
➢ Human Niche; knotted natural and cultural landscapes;
engineering (génie civil); hard & soft features
➢ Social-ecological systems of complex-adaptive nature;
sense-making feedback; global supply-chains
➢ Counter-intuitive system-behaviour, irreversible pathdependency, multi-facet values and interests at play
▪ Fundamental uncertainty, entangled agents &
wicked game
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Social-Ecological Systems (SES)*
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Complex-Adaptive-ness
…require[s] innovative, comprehensive solutions that can be modified in the light of experience and on-theground feedback. All of the above can pose challenges to traditional approaches to policy making and
programme implementation…
L. Briggs (2012) – former Australien Public Service Commissionner -

Counter-intuitive System
Behaviour
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complexadaptive

to learn: Reflexivity & variety of frames;
Resilience to uncertainties; Responsiveness &
capability to observe; Revitalization to unblock
unproductive patterns; Rescaling & cross-scale
interactions;

low

high
Abundance of Available Knowledge
Shared Sense-Making
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Handling ‘fundamental uncertainty’

➢ Challenges: How to navigate the human niche?

How to safeguard governability?
➢ Means: resourceful agents & enabling milieu (**)
 Mutually accepted cultural substrates
▪ Geoethical thinking to nurture the skills of
agents and the operational conditions?

(c) Martin Bohle, 2019

little

Representation & Space for
Deliberation [*]

much

little

much

little

Inspired by: Kowarsch et al. (2016) Scientific assessments to
facilitate deliberative policy learning. Palgrave
Communications, 2, 16092 DOI: 10.1057/palcomms.2016.92
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Shared sense-making & knowledge

[*] For multiple social, cultural, semiotic & knowledge systems
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Societal Contexts of the Geoscien-ces/tists

➢ Common scientific knowledge and practice (natural

science predisposition); individuals operate at the
interfaces of natural and human systems

➢ Experiences: various, societal, cultural,
environmental contexts and professional modes
➢ Geoethics, originally: from geoscientists for
geoscientists in intra-professional functions
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Emerging Bottom-up, Geoethics
➢ Professional ethics & intra-professional concerns
➢ Inter-disciplinary subjects, global challenges,
societal relevance of the geosciences
The Cape Town Statement on Geoethics (35th IGC, 2016):
“Geoscientists have know-how that is essential… When
applying a wider knowledge-base than natural sciences, then
geoscientists need to take multidisciplinary approaches to
economic and environmental problems, embracing (geo)ethical

and social perspectives.”
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An Emerging Realm
➢ From professional ethics to
philosophical questions
➢ Underpinning values, socio-ecological
concerns, societal and cultural
insights
➢ Geoscientists as citizens
▪ …a highly diverse scope
▪ …an epistemic, moral hybrid (***)

Sustainability
Ethics

Geoethics

Environmental
Ethics

Professional
Ethics
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‘Geoethical Promise & Rationale

Geoethics

➢ Situated (intra-geosciences) at an intersection of
environmental ethics, sustainability ethics and
professional ethics
➢ Virtue-ethics of an individual (professional) actor
who is emphasising (scientific) knowledge and
responsibility (Geoethical Promise)

➢ Kohlberg’s hierarchy of moral adequacy, Jonas’s
imperative of responsibility (Geoethical
Rationale)
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Searching Operational Guidance

Geoethics

➢ Geoethical thinking, a sequence of expanding scopes
➢ Virtue ethics for Geoscientists
➢ Virtue ethics for any citizen acting in a professional
capacity
➢ ‘Geoethical rationale’:
➢ to be actor-centric,
➢ virtue-ethics focused,
➢ responsibility focused,
➢ knowledge-based,
➢ all-actor-inclusive, and
➢ universal rights-based
(c) Martin Bohle, 2019

Operational Guidance for Human Agents
➢ What to expect from a ‚geoethical rationale‘?

➢ Supporting agents navigating the human niche
➢ Handling diversity, participatory approaches
➢ To give bearing to any agent

Culture

➢ To set quality standards of actions
➢ Option, referring to formal ethics

Engineering

▪ utility, consequence, equity, justice,…

 To ease operating in ‘commons’?

Economy

Geosciences
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Structuring Geo-ethical/sophical Thinking
➢ Seeking application within and beyond
geosciences

➢ Geosophical thinking: knowledge bases
➢ Geoethical thinking: responsible human agent
✓ Geoethics with the operational criterion
‘knowledge, actions and values of the human
agent as part of the Earth system’
❖ example: geoscience literacy, content and exercising
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”People consist of abstract information, including the distinctive ideas, theories, intentions, feelings
and other states of mind that characterize [them]."
[Daniel Deutsch, The Beginning of Infinity – Explanations that Transform the World; Allen Lane 2012, p.130]

People’s cumulative societal, economic and cultural
choices trigger anthropogenic global change.

We, humans are an engineering species.
Nowadays we engineer Earth, de facto,
driven by affluence and number.
How to act conscientiously?
(c) Martin Bohle, 2019

- thank you very much - for your attention & questions “In the beginning there was the swamp, the hoe,
and Jussi."
“Täällä Pohjantähden alla”, Väinö Linna (1959)
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