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Abstract
Complex and urgent challenges including climate change and the significant decline in biodiversity provide a broad agenda 
for interdisciplinary scholars interested in the implications facing businesses, humanity, and other species. Within this context 
of sustainability, persistent conflicts between key paradigms create substantial barriers against—but also opportunities for—
developing new conceptual approaches and theoretical models to understand and respond to these critical issues. Here, I 
revisit paradigmatic tensions to assess their impact on research and debate on sustainability, ethics, and business. Drawing 
on relational ontology and values of nature that recognise humanity’s tight embeddedness within the planetary ecosystem, I 
examine how conceptualising sustainability as the pursuit of life might generate new insights for research and practice into 
the wider transformation needed to sustain and restore socioecological systems. The aim here, however, is not to reconcile 
these paradigmatic tensions but instead use them as a fruitful lens for examining the implications for sustainability, while 
acknowledging the inherent ethical dilemmas for individuals, organisations, and society.

Keywords Biodiversity · Ecology · Ethics · Ontology · Paradigm · Relational values · Sustainability

Growing awareness of the significant degradation of the 
natural environment has in recent years led to a variety of 
interdisciplinary approaches including Earth (Systems) Sci-
ences that examine the complex multi-scale and multi-nodal 
nature, plus cause and effect, of the Earth’s interconnected 
socio-ecological systems (Richardson et al., 2023; Rock-
ström et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2020). These wide-ranging 
insights are beginning to shape research on business and 
sustainability generally (Edwards et al., 2021; Ehrnström-
Fuentes & Böhm, 2022; Folke et al., 2021; Waddock, 2020; 
Whiteman et al., 2013; Williams et al., 2021) but have also 
been covered in the context of business ethics more specifi-
cally (Beacham, 2018; Böhm et al., 2022; DesJardins, 2016; 
Heikkurinen & Mäkinen, 2018; Morrell & Dahlmann, 2022; 
Sadler-Smith & Akstinaite, 2022; White et al., 2022).

Especially worldviews and their underlying values and 
ethics have long been viewed as key themes in need of 
deeper inquiry to respond to the challenges of sustainability 
(Blok et al., 2016; Burch et al., 2019; Ezzamel & Willmott, 
2014; Frederick, 1992; Johnsen, 2021; Shrivastava, 1994). 

In 1995, the journal Academy of Management Reviews 
published seven wide-ranging seminal articles seeking to 
mainstream the concept of sustainability in management 
research. Critically, several scholars criticised the predomi-
nantly anthropocentric philosophies and forms of theorising 
at the time as a fundamental barrier towards generating new 
insights and practices (Gladwin et al., 1995; Purser et al., 
1995; Shrivastava, 1995; Starik & Rands, 1995). Others 
sought to integrate ecological concepts and principles into 
theories of organisational behaviour and responses to envi-
ronmental concerns (Hart, 1995; Jennings & Zandbergen, 
1995; King, 1995). While not everyone agreed that ecocen-
tric perspectives will necessarily lead to better human behav-
iours and environmental outcomes (Hanna, 1995; Newton, 
2002), it is clear that given the continuing and growing dis-
connect between organisational-level (in)action and plane-
tary level sustainability indicators, there is a significant need 
for more balanced reflection on and integration of insights 
from different paradigms in order to better understand and 
respond to these critical issues (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; 
Heikkurinen and Ma ̈kinen, 2018; Shoshitaishvili, 2021).

More specifically, in the context of exploring the causes 
and issues responsible for socio-ecological systems decline, 
important questions arise regarding the role of humans as 
drivers of many of the observed geological and biophysical 
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changes on Earth (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; Biermann 
et al., 2016; Braidotti, 2019; Palsson et al., 2013), the impact 
of the socio-economic model of capitalism and its overriding 
focus on endless growth (Adler, 2022; Benatar et al., 2018; 
Edwards, 2021; Feola et al., 2021; Hoffman & Jennings, 
2018; Kallis et al., 2018; Reichel & Perey, 2018), as well 
as the nature of management as a profession responsible 
for much of private sector organising (Aguilera et al., 2022; 
Ergene et al., 2021; George et al., 2021; Wright et al., 2018).

In terms of business ethics, responses to these questions 
depend on key assumptions about how one perceives the 
world and especially the complex relationships between 
humans, organisations, and nature (Ehrnström-Fuentes & 
Böhm, 2022; Ergene et al., 2018; Johnsen, 2021). Scholars 
continue critiquing anthropocentric conceptualisations 
(Heikkurinen et al., 2016, 2021) and specifically highlight 
the prevailing perception of a human–nature dualism as 
retarding progress towards addressing sustainability issues 
(Böhm et  al., 2022; Ives et  al., 2017; Labatut, 2023). 
While some question the desirability of a hypernorm of 
sustainability (Donges et al., 2017; Scholz et al., 2019), 
others argue for more critical engagement with the different 
existing strands of ethics (Schmidt et  al., 2016). There 
are warnings against human hubris when identifying 
solutions (Sadler-Smith & Akstinaite, 2022), as well as 
calls for greater humility when addressing so-called grand 
challenges (Böhm et al., 2022). Essentially, scholars argue 
that approaching the ethics and implications of sustainability 
requires greater explicit recognition of and reflection on the 
broader connections between our different ways of being, 
knowing, and acting (Walsh et al., 2021) that are commonly 
expressed through various assumptions inherent in different 
worldviews (Borland et al., 2016; Burrell and Morgan, 1979; 
Gladwin et al., 1995; Valente, 2012).

In this conceptual paper, first I revisit these persisting ten-
sions between the two major paradigms shaping research and 
debate on sustainability, ethics, and business as expressed in 
the 1995 AMR special issue and subsequent scholarship with 
the purpose of examining what has changed and what we have 
learned, if anything.1 Specifically, I highlight the difficulties of 
reconciling the dominant paradigms shaping research and action 
on sustainability. Next, drawing on relational ontology and rela-
tional values of nature that recognise humanity’s tight embed-
dedness within the planetary ecosystem, I explore whether 
conceptualising sustainability as the pursuit of life allows us to 
develop new insights for research and practice into the wider 
transformation needed to sustain and restore socioecological sys-
tems. By perceiving of reality as a living mesh of human-nature 
interactions this paper seeks to stimulate fruitful reflections on 
the implications for sustainability that are grounded in different 

ways of knowing and that embrace an inclusive definition of 
life as a shared concern. The aim here is not to reconcile these 
paradigmatic tensions but instead to acknowledge the inherent 
ethical dilemmas for individuals, organisations, and society as 
key to advancing debate and action.

Paradigmatic Tensions in Sustainability 
Research

Concerns about humanity’s role generally, and businesses’ 
impact specifically, on the natural environment have been cen-
tral to academic scholarship and action from the early stages 
of different environmental movements (Carson, 1962; Norton, 
1991). While typically covered (often implicitly) in concepts 
and literature on corporate social responsibility and corporate 
sustainability (Bansal & Song, 2017; Joyner & Payne, 2002), 
research on both business and environmental ethics has grown 
strongly and sought to address diverse ecological challenges 
including pollution, climate change, and loss of biodiversity 
(DesJardins, 2016; Schmidt et al., 2016; Schuler et al., 2017). 
These environmental concerns have been captured in the plan-
etary boundaries framework which sets out critical parameters 
of a safe operating space for humanity (and life in general) 
to exist on Earth. As such, planetary boundaries highlight 
the fundamental need for a functioning Earth support system 
upon which we all depend (Griggs et al., 2014; Richardson 
et al., 2023; Rockström et al., 2009; Whiteman et al., 2013).

Despite growth in empirical assessments that highlight 
the relentless levels of environmental degradation, persis-
tent tensions remain at the theoretical level of sustainability. 
Debates arise from the core argument that knowledge and 
understanding of sustainability is shaped by critical ontolog-
ical, epistemological, and ethical assumptions underpinning 
different perspectives about our world (Walsh et al., 2021). 
In fact, ever since philosophers sought separation within 
finite substances, the resulting nature-society dualism has 
led to an enduring schism in sustainability research which 
is argued to undermine efforts to advance understanding, 
theorising, and identification of solutions and alternative 
approaches (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; Borland et al., 2016; 
Heikkurinen et al., 2016; Ives et al., 2017; Palsson et al., 
2013). For example, there are questions over how to allocate 
responsibility for reducing environmental risks and reme-
diation of losses and damage, given that a variety of actors 
across the world have often directly and/or indirectly con-
tributed to their occurrence, while others are being dispro-
portionally negatively affected (Burch et al., 2019; Schmidt 
et al., 2016).

Such questions are important because they emphasise 
that knowledge creation is often shaped by specific assump-
tions and worldviews which may not be universally shared 
(Böhme et al., 2022; Ezzamel & Willmott, 2014). Central to 

1 I am grateful to one of the reviewers who suggested revisiting these 
seminal contributions.
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this debate is therefore the call for recognition and integra-
tion of other—often underrepresented and undervalued—
traditions, knowledge systems, and perspectives on the 
relationships between humans and nature. These include 
those held by individuals from diverse socio-economic 
backgrounds and especially different indigenous popula-
tions around the world (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; Salmon 
et al., 2022; Whiteman & Cooper, 2000) as well as those of 
women (Braidotti, 2019; Ergene et al., 2018; Sjåfjell et al., 
2022; Tallberg et al., 2022), children (Jeurissen & Keijzers, 
2004; Walker, 2017), and, critically, also animals, plants and 
the physical natural environment, sometimes also defined as 
nonhuman and more-than-human entities (Beacham, 2018; 
Ergene & Calás, 2023; Kalonaityte, 2018; Kortetmäki et al., 
2022; Lliso et al., 2022; Soga & Gaston, 2021).

Consequently, scholars challenge the assumptions 
common to many existing ethical philosophies that 
view humans as the primary focus and subject of ethical 
evaluation when such a conceptualisation obscures or 
ignores significant variation in experiences, perceptions, 
and impacts that are integral to developing a sustainable 
future (Ehrnström-Fuentes & Böhm, 2022; Heikkurinen 
et al., 2016). Examples include many of the major Western 
normative traditions which are primarily framed in terms of 
virtues of, consequences, and duties on individuals within 
human society (Morrell & Dahlmann, 2022; White et al., 
2022). While such focus provides clarity, it ignores a broader 
conundrum: is it possible to develop new ethical insights and 
approaches which acknowledge that humanity engenders 
a multitude of diverse existences and is tightly embedded 
within the planetary ecosystem (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; 
Biermann et al., 2016; Lewis & Maslin, 2015; Purser et al., 
1995; Shrivastava, 1995; Starik & Rands, 1995)? Addressing 
these wider tensions and dilemmas exposed in extant research 
and discourses on sustainability is therefore important for 
developing novel theoretical and practical contributions. 
Drawing on Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) lens of paradigms, 
and particularly key arguments presented in the published 
1995 AMR articles as well as others since, next I summarise 
some of the most prevalent tensions in sustainability, ethics, 
and business research that help to lay the foundations for the 
conceptual development in this paper (Table 1).

Ontology

Fundamentally, there is a significant disagreement in 
sustainability research about the nature of reality and the 
extent to which different worldviews shape our understanding 
of what exists, the conditions for existence, and to what 
extent actors and entities can exist independently from 
each other (Walsh et al., 2021). Such questions challenge 
our fundamental assumptions about whether reality exists 
objectively independent of human experience, or whether it 

is subjectively created through human experience (Burrell 
and Morgan, 1979). Applied to sustainability, the central 
question is whether we treat nature-as-object or nature-as-
self in our research and actions (Purser et al., 1995)?

For many, our understanding of what is lies at the heart of 
key sustainability debates that are best captured by different 
(and constantly evolving) perceptions of nature (Borland 
et al., 2016). These can best be summarised under different 
paradigms or worldviews which “denote an implicit or 
explicit view of reality (Morgan, 1980: p. 606) and which 
represent the “constellation of beliefs, values, assumptions, 
and concepts that organize language, thoughts, perceptions, 
and actions to give shape and meaning to the world a person 
experiences and acts within” (Norton, 1991: p. 75).

On the one hand, a widely held technocratic paradigm 
favours the depiction of “nature as a machine composed of 
matter and energy that (i) can be known and addressed by 
reducing it to its parts; in which (ii) humans are separate 
from and above nature; and where (iii) humans are able to 
control nature” (Böhme et al., 2022, p. 2065). According to 
this anthropocentric worldview, humanity provides the focal 
point for reflection, research and practice, and sustainability 
is defined by a concern for assessing the emerging socio-
ecological impacts on economies, society, policy, business, 
and other (typically privileged) decision-makers, for 
example, through the pursuit of sustainable development and 
green growth. This is further exemplified by the growing 
adoption of concepts such as the “Great Acceleration” and 
the “Anthropocene” which seek to summarise and highlight 
the extraordinary, complex, and wide-raging impacts of 
human activity on the planet’s geophysical systems in the 
most recent geological epoch that exceed natural processes 
(Crutzen, 2002; Rockström et  al., 2009; Steffen et  al., 
2011, 2018; Williams et al., 2015). To many, therefore, this 
potentially new geological epoch represents a substantial 
inflection point or rupture with the past that is characterised 
by a general mood of crisis and warning for humanity 
(Shoshitaishvili, 2021).

However, this generalised focus on and understanding 
of humans as a central actor responsible for widespread 
ecological system change is being challenged by those who 
perceive these outcomes as resulting from a more differen-
tiated, socio-cultural struggle that has privileged a small, 
homogenous, and powerful elite through exploitative and 
colonial forms of capitalism (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; 
Biermann et al., 2016; Braidotti, 2019; Heikkurinen et al., 
2016; Lewis & Maslin, 2015; Malm and Hornburg, 2014; 
Palsson et al., 2013; Reichel & Perey, 2018; Sjåfjell et al., 
2022; Wirth, 2022; Wright et al., 2018). Accordingly, sus-
tainability requires a perspective that recognises these dif-
ferences in perceptions and instead refocuses our attention 
on a broader understanding of the world that does not place 
generalised humanity at its core.
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Table 1  Key sources of paradigmatic tensions and questions in the context of sustainability

Dominant dualisms Key questions

Ontology Nature of reality
• Objective/subjective
• External/internal
• Substantivism/relational

• Do we treat nature-as-object or nature-as-self (Purser et al., 
1995)?

• Is (social) reality distinct from or constructed through human 
experience (Burrell & Morgan, 1979)?

• Which takes primacy—entities or their relations between 
them (Heikkurinen et al., 2016, 2021)?

Metaphors of reality
• Machine/organism • What metaphors are being used to describe nature and social 

realities including humans and human collectives (e.g., 
economies, societies, and organisations) (Norton, 1991; 
Shrivastava, 1995)?

• How do they influence our understanding of what is and 
should be (Walsh et al., 2021)?

• What is life (Böhm et al., 2022; Lenton et al., 2020)?
• Is our planet inert or alive (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021)?
• What are organisations (Morgan, 1980)?

Focus of worldview
• Anthropocentrism/ecocentrism • Who or what should be privileged—humans or nature (Purser 

et al., 1995)?
• Who or what is in control—humans or nature? What is control 

(Böhme et al., 2022)?
• How do we overcome nature-human and other dualisms 

(Gladwin et al., 1995; Phillips, 2019; Shoshitaishvili, 2021)?
• What role do human intellect and ingenuity play within nature 

generally and in terms of addressing sustainability issues 
specifically (Hanna, 1995)?

Alternative paradigms
• Sustaincentrism
• Biocentrism
• Earthcentrism

• Can alternative (more integrative) paradigms offer more 
practical insights into achieving sustainable development 
(Valente, 2012)?

• How do they address the tensions between anthropocentric 
and ecocentric paradigms (Gladwin et al., 1995)?

• Should a more naturalistic perspective focus on sentient 
animals only or adopt a more biocentric lens that includes all 
things alive or integral to an ecosystem (Hoffman, 1991)?

• Who or what is being developed and protected? And to whose 
benefit (Banerjee, 2003)?

• Ho do we avoid totalitarian tendencies and religious 
interpretations of different paradigms (Hanna, 1995)?

• Do we need new ontologies demanding radical change to 
address sustainability (Burrell & Morgan, 1979)?

• How do we recognise and integrate more relational 
worldviews to reflect inherent interconnectedness between all 
entities, especially nature and humanity (Eyster et al., 2023; 
Newton, 2002)?

Human nature
• Determinism/voluntarism • Who or what (if anything) determines human behaviour 

(Burrell & Morgan, 1979)?
• What if any choice(s) and impacts do individual humans have 

on nature and others (Schmidt et al., 2016)?
Agency
• Independent/relational • Are human agency and power restricted to individual, 

atomistic entities, or do they only materialise through 
interactions with others (Labatut, 2023; Latour, 1990, 2017)?

• Should we focus on independent actors or networks of 
actors (including nonhumans) in addressing environmental 
degradation and sustainability transitions (Heikkurinen et al., 
2021; Newton, 2002)?
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Table 1  (continued)

Dominant dualisms Key questions

Epistemology Nature of knowledge
• Tangible/intangible
• Rationalism
• Empiricism
• Inter(subjectivism)
• Innate
• Indigenous

• Is knowledge tangible and transferable, or subjective, spiritual, 
transcendental, and personal (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021)?

• How do we know about ourselves and nature?
• Is it possible to determine true and false (Burrell & Morgan, 

1979)?
• How do we recognise indigenous worldviews that precede 

Western forms of knowledge and are based on connections 
between humans and nature (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; 
Purser et al., 1995)?

• How do we accept and integrate other forms of knowing 
including subjective experience, empathy, and reflective 
inquiry into values and emotions (Arjaliès, 2022; Johnsen, 
2021; Purser et al., 1995; Spence, 2022)?

• How do we avoid instrumentalization of alternative forms of 
knowing (Arjaliès, 2022; Pickering et al., 2022; Salmon et al., 
2022; Shoshitaishvili, 2021; Soriano, 2022)?

• How do we overcome “technological knowing” as the 
privileged form of human knowledge (Purser et al., 1995)?

Methodology
• Nomoethic/ideographic
• Reductionism/systems thinking
• Relational thinking

• Should research focus on developing concepts, measurement, 
rules, and universal laws or on understanding (“verstehen”) 
the way in which individual humans create, modify, and 
interpret their world (Burrell & Morgan, 1979)?

• Should we focus on understanding causal relationships 
between different parts or on making sense of higher-level 
phenomena of emergence and evolution (Starik & Rands, 
1995)?

• How do we better recognise the interrelated nature of different 
entities, especially of humans and organisations within the 
flows and systems of the natural environment (Purser et al., 
1995)?

• How can relational thinking offer new insights for 
sustainability sciences (Eyster et al., 2023; Fazey et al., 2020; 
Sayles et al., 2019)?

• How can experiential learning and reflection complement 
empirical reductionism (Waddock and Kuenkel, 2020)?

• What are the benefits and drawbacks of applying other 
methods such as deep engagement (Williams & Whiteman, 
2021), interpretivist approaches (Gould et al., 2019), and 
ethnographies (Whiteman & Cooper, 2000) to understanding 
sustainability?

Ethics Ethical approaches
• Normative ethics and legal principles/ecological ethics and 

principles
• Upon which foundations should our ethical approaches be 

based (Morrell & Dahlmann, 2022; Schmidt et al., 2016; 
Schuler et al., 2017)?

• What if any duties and obligations do humans have towards 
future generations, non-human species, and ecosystems? 
(i.e., not just species with comparable human attributes) 
(DesJardins, 1998; Purser et al., 1995)

• How can we shape the formation of ethical character rather 
than universal, abstract ethical rules to reflect complex 
ecosystems dynamics (Purser et al., 1995)?

• How do we avoid privileging utilitarian ethics and provide 
greater recognition for ethics of care? (Beacham, 2018; 
Phillips, 2019)?
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Table 1  (continued)

Dominant dualisms Key questions

Values of nature
• Instrumental
• Intrinsic
• Relational

• What are the different ways in which humans value nature 
(Chan et al., 2016)?

• How do we avoid privileging instrumental over intrinsic 
values of nature (DesJardins, 1998)?

• Can/should instrumental and intrinsic values of nature be 
reconciled (Chan et al., 2018)?

• Does all nature have value (role of disvalues) (Lliso et al., 
2022; Schuler et al., 2017)?

• What is more valuable—humans or nature? How realistic is 
species equality (bioequality) (Newton, 2002)?

• How do we avoid atomistic perspectives towards other 
humans, nonhuman species, and ecosystems in favour of more 
relational values (Phillips, 2019)?

Justice
• Human rights
• Indigenous rights
• Women’s rights
• Animal rights
• Planetary justice
• Earth jurisprudence
• Earth systems law

• What are the connections between social and ecological 
justice (Gupta et al., 2021, 2023)?

• How should the legal system recognise the rights of nature, 
i.e. both non-human species and ecosystems (e.g., ecocide) 
(Biermann & Kalfagianni, 2020; Gupta et al., 2021; Kotzé 
et al., 2022; Petersmann, 2021)?

• How should the legal system recognise the human rights of 
indigenous communities and future generations (Böhm et al., 
2022; Gonzalez-Ricoy & Rey, 2019; Jeurissen & Keijzers, 
2004)?

Teleology
• Ecological sustainability/ sustainable development
• Nature conservation and regeneration/human development

• How do we balance the 3E of ecology, economy, and ethics 
(Gladwin et al., 1995)?

• Should we focus on ecological sustainability alone or 
can/should this be achieved in conjunction with human 
development (Rockström et al., 2021)?

• What are the roles of imperialism and colonialism in shaping 
framings and discourse on sustainability and sustainable 
development (Banerjee, 2003)?

• How do we preserve not just ecological systems but also 
spirituality and cultural values, particularly of indigenous and 
other communities (Valente, 2012)?

• How do we create healthy ecosystems (Purser et al., 1995)?
• How do we achieve ecological (and social) restoration and 

resilience (Folke et al., 2016; Wieland, 2021; Williams et al., 
2021?

Economics, demographics, wealth
• Green growth/degrowth
• Sufficiency
• (Over)consumption
• Population growth

• What role should economic growth play in addressing 
sustainability (Edwards, 2021; Kallis et al., 2018)?

• What are the roles of consumption and population growth as 
part of achieving sustainability (Starik & Rands, 1995)?

• What are the relationships between wellbeing, progress, and a 
good quality of life (O'Neill et al., 2018)?

Governance
• Markets and voluntary efforts/mandatory legislation and 

regulation
• Can sustainability be left to voluntary private sector efforts, 

or does this require enforcement through institutional 
frameworks and sanctions (Heikkurinen and Mäkinen (2018)?

• How do we strengthen compliance with laws and regulations 
that reflect the planetary boundaries (Nilsen, 2023)?

• What is the effectiveness of different types of formal and 
informal governance approaches (Burch et al., 2019)?
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Specifically, scholars have long called for a shift in 
our assumptions about the world at large away from 
an exclusively human-centric view, particularly of the 
generalised and biased kind arguably reflected in much 
of anthropocentric research and thinking, and towards an 
ecocentric view in which nature sits at the heart of theorising 
(Banerjee, 2003; Ergene & Calás, 2023; Ergene et al., 2021; 
Heikkurinen et al., 2016). In this understanding, nature is 
argued to be endowed with properties that exist independent 
of social construction by humans (Purser et  al., 1995). 
Either based on organismic metaphors and/or described in 
systemic terms, nature consists of a diversity of overlapping 
and interconnected forms of entities and ecosystems that 
exchange resources and information (Shrivastava, 1995). For 
example, Starik and Rands defined ecological sustainability 
as “the ability of one or more entities, either individually 
or collectively, to exist and flourish (either unchanged or in 
evolved forms) for lengthy time frames, in such a manner 
that the existence and flourishing of other collectivities of 
entities is permitted at related levels and in related systems” 
(1995: p. 909). Since humans are part of nature, non-
interference in ecosystems should take priority over human 
concerns (Gladwin et al., 1995).

Epistemology

Discussions about how to perceive of nature are also directly 
related to a variety of epistemological considerations of 
thinking, sense making, and responding. More importantly, 
they challenge potentially preconceived ideas about what is 
knowledge and how does one effectively know? For many, 
the anthropocentric paradigm was shaped by the period of 
the Enlightenment with its focus on rationality and empiri-
cism that led to significant technological developments and 
rapid growth in scientific reasoning and understanding of the 
world and the universe (Walsh et al., 2021). It did, however, 
also foster an adherence to the principle of reductionism 

that privileges causality and relationships between ever more 
fine-grained parts through linear thinking and abstraction 
in order to understand and predict typically natural and 
physical entities, but later also socio-political and economic 
behaviours. This “technological knowing”, which assumes 
an independent, external observer who is able to deduce tan-
gible and transferable “true” knowledge, became the privi-
leged form of knowing about humans and nature (Purser 
et al., 1995).

Yet such positivistic approaches stand in contrast to 
many other forms of often indigenous knowing that have 
long existed before the Age of Enlightenment and that are 
based on connections between humans and nature through 
more subjective, spiritual, and transcendental approaches 
(Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021). While other forms of 
knowing raise questions over our ability to determine 
true and false (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), particularly 
in the context of sustainability many argue there is a 
need to accept and integrate other epistemologies based 
on subjective experience, empathy, and reflective and 
collective inquiry into values and emotions as essential for 
making progress without instrumentalising them (Arjaliès, 
2022; Johnsen, 2021; Purser et al., 1995; Spence, 2022).

For example, rather than dividing the world into dis-
tinct units of analysis, there is an emphasis on identify-
ing patterns at higher levels of emergence, enabling a 
sense making process of the whole as constituted by all 
its interconnected parts. As such, alternative epistemolo-
gies acknowledge adaptation, experiential learning, and 
reflection as important determinants of knowing which 
may complement empirical reductionism (Waddock and 
Kuenkel, 2020). More specifically, researchers call for a 
wider transformation of socio-cognitive and cultural val-
ues, knowledge, and their interactions (Hölscher et al., 
2018), of economic models (Feola et  al., 2021; Smith 
et al., 2021; Waddock, 2020), politics (Hausknost & Ham-
mond, 2020), society (Hoffman & Jennings, 2021; Palsson 

Table 1  (continued)

Dominant dualisms Key questions

Business & sustainability
• Corporate social responsibility
• Corporate sustainability
• New environmental paradigm (NEP)
• Sustainable business models

• What is or should be the role of business in addressing 
sustainability (Hanna, 1995; Newton, 2002; Shrivastava, 
1995; Starik & Rands, 1995)?

• (How) can we organise sustainably (Ergene et al., 2018, 
2021)?

• How do we overcome the egocentric profit-orientation of 
traditional business models (Purser et al., 1995)?

• What is the proper rationale for responsible business action 
toward the environment (Hoffman, 1991)?

• How do we create new organisational theories that do not 
treat the natural environment in a purely transactional or 
mechanistic manner (Purser et al., 1995)?
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et al., 2013), and lifestyles (Böhme et al., 2022), as well as 
respectful integration of different ways of knowing more 
generally (Arjaliès, 2022; Pickering et al., 2022; Salmon 
et al., 2022; Shoshitaishvili, 2021; Soriano, 2022).

Different epistemologies inherently also demand greater 
openness for alternative research methodologies such that a 
focus on concepts, measurement, rules, and universal laws 
is complemented by greater efforts to capture subjective 
forms of understanding (“verstehen”) of the way in which 
an individual creates, modifies, and interprets their world 
(Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Key examples include 
transdisciplinary forms of deep engagement (Williams & 
Whiteman, 2021), interpretivist approaches (Gould et al., 
2019), and ethnographies (Whiteman & Cooper, 2000). 
Moreover, to better recognise the interrelated nature of 
parts and wholes, especially of humans and organisations 
within the flows and systems of the natural environment, 
calls for increased use of systems (King, 1995; Starik & 
Rands, 1995) and relational thinking including social-
ecological network analysis have led to growing adoption 
in sustainability sciences (Eyster et al., 2023; Fazey et al., 
2020; Sayles et al., 2019), but remain far from mainstream 
in business and management research (Bansal et al., 2021; 
Edwards et al., 2021; Ergene & Calás, 2023; Williams 
et al., 2021).

Ethics

Building on these ontological and epistemological 
differences, sustainability scholars confront a myriad of 
implications when approaching actions and behaviours, 
not least where they relate to business and management 
(Ezzamel & Willmott, 2014; Schmidt et al., 2016; Schuler 
et al., 2017). Consistent with an anthropocentric world 
view, a significant body of scholarship and research 
takes a normative stance on human activity, typically by 
approaching ethics through the major strands of Western 
thought (Morrell & Dahlmann, 2022; White et al., 2022). 
This research acknowledges and addresses impacts on 
the natural environment and other species with a central 
question of what should humans do (or perhaps rather not 
do)? As such, this body of literature adopts a humanistic 
lens that does not, at least on the surface, differentiate 
between humans’ lived experiences and realities.

By contrast, ecocentric approaches seek to expand 
the considerations for nature broadly, and all non-human 
species and ecosystems more specifically (i.e. not just 
species with comparable human attributes) (DesJardins, 
1998; Purser et al., 1995) by asking what would nature 
want us (i.e. humans) to do to reduce the significant 
harm and destruction, and ensure its continued existence 
and flourishing? Unlike the anthropocentric literature, 
however, this strand places less emphasis on normative 

statements and instead seeks to derive insights from 
ecological ethics and principles that focus on caring for 
and understanding of nonhumans or more-than-human 
entities (Beacham, 2018; Hodges, 2003; Kalonaityte, 
2018; Kortetmäki et  al., 2022; Næss, 1973; Phillips, 
2019). In fact, Purser et  al. (1995) argued scholars 
should be less concerned with devising universal, abstract 
ethical rules and instead focus on the formation of ethical 
character to reflect complex ecosystems dynamics.

Recognising that impacts on and implications for 
humanity are not shared equally, within ecocentric 
perspectives there is also much greater concern for 
marginalised sections of humanity, as researchers draw 
attention to those least responsible and most affected by 
the destruction of our planet (Böhm et al., 2022; Braidotti, 
2019; Ehrnström-Fuentes & Böhm, 2022; Ergene et al., 
2018). Accordingly, emerging debates around ethics and 
sustainability seek to integrate a variety of concepts of 
justice, with more established terms of human rights, 
women’s rights and animal rights increasingly being 
expanded to domains such as indigenous rights (Böhm 
et al., 2022), and those of future generations (Gonzalez-
Ricoy & Rey, 2019; Jeurissen & Keijzers, 2004).

Assessing Progress on Business and Sustainability 
Research

It is thus this broad divide between the anthropocentric 
and ecocentric paradigms that forms the backdrop to much 
of research on sustainability, highlighting that people’s 
worldviews and their respective underlying assumptions 
inherently lead to different conclusions about the overall 
purpose of engagement with the concept: Should we 
address ecological sustainability as the primary concern 
so that the human species and all other species are fully 
supported for the future, or should human development be 
the primary concern ahead of ecological health and well-
being (DesJardins, 1998)? Who or what determines what is 
(ecologically) sustainable and on what basis?

As Gladwin et  al. already noted in 1995: “Complete 
reconciliation between the two opposing paradigms 
remains elusive” (p. 890). Though there are clearly nuances 
in approach and interpretation, overcoming paradigmatic 
tensions remains the most persistent challenge for 
developing new theories and ethics as they reveal crucial 
questions, assumptions, and values: who or what should 
ultimately be privileged in our research and actions? Which 
of the two hold greater intrinsic value: humans or nature 
(Purser et al., 1995)? Specifically, what is the role of humans 
(generally) within nature? And how do we account for 
human intellect, culture, and ingenuity that have arguably 
led us to the situation we find ourselves in, while at the same 
time providing us with the knowledge and acknowledgement 
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of the same (Hanna, 1995; Newton, 2002; Shoshitaishvili, 
2021, 2022)?

While terms such as ontology and paradigms are often 
used interchangeably, it is important to recognise the 
fundamental differences between entire paradigms that are 
themselves based on clear differences in assumptions about 
reality. Frequently, this is reflected in the metaphors and 
concepts used to characterise phenomena such as nature 
and organisations and which then influence methodologies 
and theory development without explicitly acknowledging 
such ontological assumptions and inherent values (Morgan, 
1980). While the special issue in AMR in 1995 may have 
called for greater recognition of such paradigmatic tensions, 
with notable exceptions of research focusing on different 
ontologies in the context of sustainability, it is probably 
fair to say that most publications on the role of business 
and sustainability (especially those based on quantitative 
empirical research) do not explicitly state their position in 
this regard.

Coming full circle then, large parts of the articles in the 
AMR 1995 special issue forum were dedicated to practical 
questions and concerns about what is or should be the role 
of business in addressing sustainability (Hanna, 1995; 
Shrivastava, 1995). Perhaps the greatest progress since then 
has been the exponential proliferation in published academic 
research on concepts such as corporate social responsibility, 
corporate sustainability, and sustainable business models 
(Bansal & Song, 2017; Ketola, 2008; Painter et al., 2019). 
And yet, despite such undoubtedly growing awareness and 
increased mainstreaming of sustainability research, scholars 
are still left asking very similar questions of whether it 
is possible to organise sustainably (Ergene et al., 2018, 
2021), and how to ensure the by now significant uptake 
of sustainability concepts and practices by businesses and 
managers are not simply symbolic greenwashing (Marquis 
et al., 2016)? What are the consequences of sustainability for 
business ethics (DesJardins, 1998; Ketola, 2008)? Is it time 
to jump off the sustainability bandwagon when businesses 
adopt the term primarily to sustain their own existence 
(DesJardins, 2016)?

Overcoming Dualisms Through Relational 
Perspectives

Relational Ontologies

Cognisant of the paradigmatic tensions arising from the 
human-nature dualism, variously scholars have attempted 
to outline alternative, at times more integrative worldviews. 
They include, for example, sustaincentrism (Gladwin et al., 
1995; Phillips, 2019) whereby “human behavior is guided 
by constraints imposed by the ecological environment and 

a moral compass meant to preserve spirituality and cultural 
values within and across generations” (Valente, 2012: p. 
565). The impetus here is to encourage moral pluralism 
and offer more practical insights into important questions 
such as who or what is being developed and protected? And 
to whose benefit (Banerjee, 2003)? Thus, while some are 
calling for greater differentiation regarding lived human 
realities, equally, others argue that not all of nature is equal 
with distinctions being drawn between perspectives that 
value sentient animals only, and a more biocentric focus on 
all things alive or that are integral to an ecosystem (Hoffman, 
1991). In other words, there are degrees of ecocentrism that 
are typically reflected in and expressed as deep vs. shallow 
ecology (Næss, 1973).

Yet, as some have pointed out, true paradigm shifts 
are very rare, and perhaps universal paradigms are 
effectively utopian. While some ontologies are more open 
to interpretations, others may be viewed to legitimise 
totalitarian tendencies (Newton, 2002). Importantly, 
paradigms based on a notion of “centrism” inherently ignore 
the broader relations between various human and nonhuman 
actors and in which perceptions of “centredness” mask 
realities of “relatedness” between different entities.

To encourage greater pluralism in worldviews, a growing 
stream of research therefore examines the merits of rela-
tional ontologies that stress the unity of different entities 
and their interconnections, especially between humans and 
nature (Eyster et al., 2023). For instance, some have refo-
cused their efforts on identifying links between mind, matter, 
and life generally either as a monolithic one (holism), or 
as distinct but dynamically related concepts (Heikkurinen 
et al., 2021; Labatut, 2023; Shoshitaishvili, 2021; Walsh 
et al., 2021). Relational ontologies thus stand in contrast to 
mechanistic, materialistic, and individualistic worldviews 
by stressing holistic and interconnected views of real-
ity according to which many dualisms including those of 
nature-humanity are simply artificial (Böhme et al., 2022; 
Shoshitaishvili, 2022). Such ontologies, based on the idea 
of “one living system”, also tend to be more widely shared 
in many diverse non-Western forms of thought (Banerjee & 
Arjaliès, 2021) and thus promise to offer a more inclusive 
approach towards theorising sustainability.

Relational Values of Nature

In the same spirit, values of and in relation to nature are 
equally seen as core to making sense of and determining 
potential responses and behaviours. Here again a prominent 
tension relates to perspectives that primarily adopt an 
anthropocentric instrumental value of nature framing, 
in essence attempting to estimate the economic value or 
utility of nonhuman species and ecosystems for the benefit 
of human activity and development (Daily et al., 2000; 
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Dasgupta, 2021; Himes & Muraca, 2018). By contrast, 
work in the ecocentric domain emphasises the inherent 
value of nature that is “independent of human judgement, 
such as non-human species’ inherent rights to exist” (Díaz 
et al., 2015, p. 11). Scholars note, however, that whenever 
instrumental and inherent values of nature collide, typically 
instrumental values dominate (DesJardins, 1998). Others 
wonder whether ecocentric perspectives based on inherent 
values of nature result in misanthropic depictions of 
humanity with the latter potentially being seen as less 
worthy of attention. Does all nature have value (Lliso et al., 
2022; Schuler et al., 2017) and how realistic is it to assume 
that all species including humans and nonhumans have equal 
value (bioequality) (Newton, 2002)?.

Additionally, scholars have also started to develop 
relational values as a third form of valuing nature (Chan 
et al., 2018; Díaz et al., 2015). Whereas anthropocentric 
instrumental values characterise nature as a set of economic, 
aesthetic, spiritual or other benefits necessary (or at least 
important) for living a good life (from a human perspective), 
“relational values, on the other hand, are embedded in 
desirable (sought after) relationships, including those 
between people and nature” (Díaz et al., 2015, p. 11; authors’ 
emphasis). They are “deeper and more complex than merely 
instrumental” values (Himes & Muraca, 2018, p. 2), less 
atomistic (Phillips, 2019), and reflected in expressions such 
as living in harmony with nature (IPBES, 2019) or Wilson’s 
(1984) concept of biophilia. Examples include one’s personal 
sense of connectedness to a specific place; feeling a sense of 
kinship or even identification with a particular species; feeling 
a sense of personal responsibility or care for a place, species, 
or nature broadly; and deriving a sense of identity from a 
place or through stewardship of nature (Chan et al., 2016, 
2018).

As such, relational values of nature again recognise 
and draw on the diversity of human perspectives and 
worldviews on the planet that already internalise the general 
interconnections between human beings, other living 
species, entire ecosystems, and other abiotic factors (Chan 
et al., 2016; Schröter et al., 2020). Examples include a wide 
range of indigenous perspectives (e.g., Hawaiian, see Gould 
et al., 2019); the concept of Buen Vivir in Latin America 
(Calisto Friant and Langmore, 2015); the Afrian concept 
of Ubuntu (Metz, 2019; Sambala et  al., 2020); various 
Eastern philosophies (e.g., Confucian, Buddhist, Daoist, 
e.g., see Harrison, 2018); as well as the Indian Economy 
of Permanence (Kumarappa, 1946). Important for relational 
values is the relationship with nature, meaning that, in 
contrast to instrumental values, nature is not just viewed as 
means to an end, but the relationship with nature itself is an 
end (Chan et al., 2018; Himes & Muraca, 2018). This can 
imply trade-offs when pursuing relationships with nature, but 
in other contexts instrumental and relational values of nature 

can co-exist and overlap, and both can be oriented towards 
present and future (e.g., preserving the inherent beauty of 
nature for future generations; preserving the instrumental 
value of nature by safeguarding potential benefits from future 
drugs development) (Díaz et al., 2015).

By distinguishing between instrumental, inherent, and 
relational values of nature, scholars seek to acknowledge that 
decisions and policies regarding the impacts on and benefits of 
nature need to address and encompass a variety of cultural val-
ues and institutional frameworks already in existence among 
different communities (Chan et al., 2018; Díaz et al., 2015; Jax 
et al., 2018; Knauß, 2018; Knippenberg et al., 2018). The con-
cept of relational values thus highlights that apart from both 
inherent and instrumental values of nature, people can also 
view nature not just as a means to increasing their utility, but 
where instead a relationship (e.g., with a particular plant, spe-
cies, landscape, or nature more generally) is valued in its own 
right because it is non-substitutable (Chan et al., 2016, 2018; 
Himes & Muraca, 2018).2 These connections often depend 
on specific language, particularly found among indigenous 
cultures, to express deeply held and diverse human–nature 
relationships (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; Böhme et al., 2022; 
Gould et al., 2019; Whiteman & Cooper, 2000). While many 
of these existing relational values remain anthropocentric 
in that they identify relationships with nature as essential to 
achieving a good quality of human life and rely on notions such 
as harmony, compassion, respect, spirituality, empathy, and 
emotion towards nature as guidance for and moral evaluation 
of actions and behaviour, they also express a level of under-
standing of and care for the natural environment that seeks 
to avoid exploitation and degradation through balanced and 
thoughtful approaches and lifestyles (Chan et al., 2016; Phil-
lips, 2019). Whereas instrumental values are primarily used to 
define nature as means to delivering a variety of benefits exclu-
sively for humans, inherent values recognise that nature and 
wildlife/other species (including domesticated species) have 
value in their own right (and have rights) without the need for 
them to be exploited and/or abused by humans. Meanwhile, 
relational values represent an effort to recognise and bridge the 
divide between anthropocentric and ecocentric perspectives by 
stressing fundamental values based on relations of responsibil-
ity and care, such as expressed by “living in nature” (Himes & 
Muraca, 2018: p. 3).

The question is whether such alternative relational 
ontologies and values of nature can be extended to inspire 
novel conceptualisations which more clearly recognise the 

2 Note, for example, the widespread dismay and horror to the illegal 
felling of a single old-growth tree (Sycamore Gap tree) in Northeast 
England that had widely captured people’s feelings for and relation-
ship with a specific place (https:// www. bbc. co. uk/ news/ uk- engla nd- 
tyne- 66994 729).

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-tyne-66994729
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-tyne-66994729


Conceptualising Sustainability as the Pursuit of Life  

interconnectedness between humans and nature, and espe-
cially the urgent need for widespread shifts in values and 
behaviours. For this it is essential to incorporate assessments 
and insights into the state and fundamental nature of the 
planetary ecosystem.

Biodiversity and the Web‑of‑Life

While climate change undoubtedly remains one of the 
most urgent and complex challenges for our planet (Steffen 
et  al., 2018), another equally critical (and ultimately 
interconnected) issue relates to the decline in species 
diversity on Earth (Pörtner et al., 2023; Williams et al., 
2015). Biodiversity, a term coined in the 1980s, refers 
to the variety and abundance of living organisms in the 
ecological systems of which they are part, and includes 
plant and animal species as well as microorganisms. 
Diversity needs to exist within species, between species 
and amongst different ecosystems in order to create and 
maintain ecological resilience (IPBES, 2019). It has also 
been included within the framework on nine planetary 
boundaries that some scientists argue should not be 
transgressed to avoid Earth risking large scale abrupt 
or irreversible environmental perturbation and damage 
(Lenton & Williams, 2013; Rockström et  al., 2009; 
Whiteman et al., 2013). Despite debates over appropriate 
metrics and measurement (Richardson et  al., 2023; 
Rounsevell et al., 2020), there is widespread agreement 
that, beyond the inherent value of biodiversity, a planetary 
ecosystem rich in different species and in the population 
sizes within each contributes to humanity’s safe-operating 
space in multiple direct and indirect ways (Donges et al., 
2017; Folke et al., 2016; IPBES, 2019). Yet the most recent 
assessments of the rates of biodiversity decline paint a 
severely troubling picture: “The global rate of species 
extinction is already at least tens to hundreds of times 
higher than the average rate over the past 10 million years 
and is accelerating” (IPBES, 2019, p. 12). At current rates, 
the planet is witnessing the equivalent of the sixth great 
mass extinction (Ceballos et al., 2017).

Consequently, the wider practical, scientific, and ethical 
implications from an awareness of these trends and thus the 
role of individuals and the private sector in addressing the 
decline in biodiversity and other sustainability challenges 
require urgent further investigation (Frederick, 1992; 
Heikkurinen et al., 2016, 2021; Panwar et al., 2022; Schmidt 
et al., 2016; Waddock, 2020). Specifically, while existing 
values of nature may support the mitigation of impacts on 
nature and perhaps end the rate of its decline, even achieving 
this would at best result in an equilibrium state characterised 
by serious and significant depletion and degradation (Rocha, 
2022); the expression damage limitation comes to mind. For 
as long as humans are still present on Earth, not only is 

there a need for acknowledging and preserving the intrinsic 
value of nature from an ecocentric perspective, but also 
the necessity for an anthropocentric spin that demands 
not just ecological justice and protection but crucially also 
widespread restoration. There is broad agreement among 
scientists that humanity (and recognising the important 
differences outlined above) needs to move far beyond 
mitigation and instead engage in significant ecological 
restoration efforts to conserve biodiversity and stabilize the 
climate of the Earth, for its own benefit and that of nature 
more generally (Bullock et al., 2021; Rockström et al., 2021; 
Strassburg et al., 2020).3

Importantly, ecologists and others agree that the planet’s 
rich biodiversity has enabled the seemingly unique (at least 
as far as we know today), moderate, and stable climatic 
conditions that provide an atmosphere within which life 
is able not just to survive, but also, to thrive in all its 
variations (Bertrand & Legendre, 2021; Steffen et  al., 
2018; Williams et al., 2015). Historically, this development 
was not accidental but is increasingly explained through 
the complex process of the “web-of-life” whereby the 
coupling of climatic and environmental conditions with 
species diversification are mutually reinforcing each other, 
thus increasing ecosystem resilience (Bascompte, 2009). 
Consequently, humans have been key beneficiaries of this 
process particularly during the preceding geological epoch 
of the Holocene (Williams et al., 2015).

James Lovelock summarised this with the by now 
broadly, though not universally, recognised Gaia hypothesis 
(Lovelock & Margulis, 1974; Lovelock, 2003a). Put sim-
ply, Gaia theory describes an emergent phenomenon where 
organisms interact with their inorganic environment to form 
a single synergetic and self-regulating system that has the 
effect, over time, of stabilising global temperature, salinity 
of seawater and other environmental variables, thus creating 
planetary homeostasis (i.e. stable conditions for all current 
life forms) (Lovelock, 2003a). Specifically, it suggests that 
the biosphere both changes its material environment and 
automatically adapts to it (however, it does not anticipate 
such changes) (Lovelock & Margulis, 1974). Consequently, 
the processes of local improvements and selection scale up 
globally and thus provide an explanation for how species on 
Earth have vastly proliferated, increased in their complexity 
and in doing so regulate Earth’s climate and chemistry that 
keep the planet habitable for all organisms (Lenton et al., 
2020; Lovelock & Margulis, 1974; Lovelock, 2003b).

As a result, Gaia theory has given rise to the metaphor 
of a living Earth whereby the biosphere creates conditions 

3 The Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) 
agreed in December 2022 is at least beginning to lay an international 
institutional foundation in this regard (CBD, 2022).
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conducive to life through everything it does, besides just 
meeting its own needs (Benyus, 2002); put differently, life 
on Earth seemingly operates as if it followed an intrinsic pur-
pose of supporting life more generally by increasing the life 
chances of other species through the creation of niches and 
circular resource streams (Waddock, 2020; Waddock and 
Kuenkel, 2020). The emphases on “metaphor” and “seem-
ingly” are important because there is much debate over 
whether this complex arrangement between the biosphere 
and its environment is in any way functional in that it would 
imply a specific biological teleology (Lenton et al., 2020).

Others, including Lovelock, have described Earth 
as a form of biological super-organism, though the use 
of this terminology is problematic given its superficial 
sociopolitical adoption by totalitarian and eugenics 
movements in the past; instead, the more qualified use of 
“superorganismic features” is favoured with reference to 
such phenomena (Shoshitaishvili, 2021, 2022). Another 
central critique by biologists of the Gaia hypothesis is 
whether it is possible for Earth to be alive in a way that 
is consistent with evolutionary theory given a population 
of one entity alone (Shoshitaishvili, 2022). Importantly, 
however, Gaia hypothesis recognises that the boundaries 
between organisms of the biosphere (including humans) 
and their environment are significantly blurred by 
their interactions (Lenton et  al., 2020) which raises 
epistemological questions about whether they can be studied 
and understood in isolation and what if any implications this 
has for both theory and ethics.

In fact, scholars in the deep ecology tradition have long 
reflected on the interconnections between humans and ecol-
ogy (e.g., Moore, 2015; Næss, 1973; Whiteman & Cooper, 
2000), but some believe there is a tendency to draw con-
clusions for social structures and human obligations that 
they challenge as being utopian and unworkable (Newton, 
2002; Schuler et al., 2017). More importantly, there is also 
criticism that a growing recognition of Gaia theory serves 
as another example of how Western-derived epistemologies 
and ontologies overshadow and marginalise the existence 
of many indigenous knowledge and belief systems in which 
the intricate relationship between nature and life (including 
humans) has been well known and understood for thousands 
of years (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021). In other words, Gaia 
theory is nothing new to those who never adopted world-
views based on an “enlightened” perspective of a nature-
human dualism. While the language and methods may differ, 
the fundamental recognition of the complex interconnections 
between different species and the planet are similar if not 
the same.

The question is, therefore, whether it is possible (or even 
desirable) to derive new conceptualisations of sustainability 
that recognise the urgent need for ecological restoration? 
Clearly, if such perspectives are to avoid anthropocentrism of 

the generic kind, they must recognise the existing diversity 
of human circumstances and lived experiences. Yet, can 
there really be ecocentric approaches that place nonhuman 
or more-than-human experiences and perspectives at their 
heart? Is ethical thinking (including the categorisation of 
different values of nature) not automatically anthropical if 
not anthropocentric by default? And if existing indigenous 
and emerging scientific perspectives all somehow identify 
the web-of-life and the importance of self-regulation and 
self-sustaining as intrinsically critical to overall flourishing 
at higher systems levels, one might ask why does humanity 
(in general terms) no longer embrace this idea and spirit? 
Should this not be “second nature” to us all (rather than just 
to parts of humanity)? What, if any, role could, or should, 
relational ontologies and values of nature play in guiding us?

Towards the Pursuit of Life

To help shape tentative answers to these questions, here I 
propose to conceptualise sustainability based on the notion 
of the pursuit of life. Grounded in the growing recognition 
of an interconnected planetary ecosystem, I argue that, 
increasingly, approaches to sustainability should be defined 
by and based on norms, character, and responsibilities 
emerging not just as an obligation towards other humans 
in the here and now but should also be enlarged to capture 
impacts on humanity more generally, especially those that 
have been marginalised and worst affected, as well as, 
crucially, on all other species and ecosystems. Decisions, 
actions, and behaviours should thus be motivated and guided 
by a desire to strengthen and enhance the planetary web-
of-life, specifically through the creation and maintenance 
of conditions that are conducive to life by safeguarding 
biodiversity and justice.

In this conceptualisation the reference to life is 
particularly important because it signals an understanding 
of the significant ontological debates about how to define 
and characterise the same. By employing the concept of 
biodiversity, the intention is to embrace both life (with a 
small l) as “the class designating the properties common 
to all living beings” (Lenton et al., 2020: p. 250) as well 
as Life (with a capital L) that characterises different 
ontologies of an emergent planetary phenomenon regardless 
of whether captured by scientific expressions of Gaia 
(Lovelock & Margulis, 1974), indigenous perspectives 
including, for example, Pachamama (mother earth) (Calisto 
Friant & Langmore, 2015), or various other descriptions 
of nonhuman or more-than-human entities that eschew 
nature-humanity dualisms (Ehrnström-Fuentes & Böhm, 
2022; Gould et al., 2019). It recognises that concepts such 
as “life” or “aliveness” are emergent characteristics and 
outcomes of a planet rich in biodiversity and of the manifold 
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interconnections between humans (mostly as beneficiaries 
rather than essential parts), nonhumans (i.e. other species 
including flora, fauna, and funga (IUCN, 2021), ecosystems 
including abiotic factors, and different forms of more-than-
humans at planetary level. In other words, biodiversity here 
is used as an inclusive term to embrace different ontologies 
and epistemologies of life that are all relevant for this 
context.

Moreover, the various socio-economic challenges of 
the present including inequalities, exclusion, and injustice 
require significant efforts to ensure lives and livelihoods 
are equally being protected, nourished, and given equitable 
opportunities to thrive (Banerjee & Arjaliès, 2021; Biermann 
& Kalfagianni, 2020; Gupta et al., 2021). Marginalising 
significant sections of its own species and imposing 
persistent inequalities contradict the spirit of a pursuit of 
life because they effectively diminish the overall level of 
(bio)diversity within humanity. Not only does this suppress 
the inherent value of those humans affected, but also 
significantly limits the potential of all segments of society 
to flourish in a way that would be consistent with creating 
and expanding the conditions conducive to life more broadly. 
As such, the need for achieving justice for all “collectivities 
of (human) entities” (Starik & Rands, 1995: p. 909) forms an 
integral part of the pursuit of life. Addressing the multitude 
of socio-ecological ills and injustices in a fair and effective 
manner is therefore essential for finding solutions to the 
broader ecological crisis (Banerjee, 2003; Griggs et al., 
2014), especially in the face of changing demographics, 
increasing environmental catastrophes as well as a range of 
geopolitical, technological, social, and other interconnected 
megatrends. Biodiversity here therefore encapsulates not just 
the entire biosphere in all its present manifestations but also 
to all (currently eight billion) humans as well as the future 
of life generally.

In essence, conceptualising sustainability as the pursuit of 
life calls for both intrinsically and intentionally goal-driven 
behaviours and efforts that create and maintain conditions 
conducive to life through both self-regulating and self-
sustaining behaviours and actions based on prevention 
and restoration. These should thus be guided not only by 
a regard for their impacts on life in the present but also 
with respect to future generations to ensure they anticipate 
long-term implications (Jeurissen & Keijzers, 2004). This 
requires explicit acknowledgement of and support for life 
in all its interconnected forms, recognising that life in the 
past and present create the foundations for life in the future 
to exist and thrive. While this might perhaps reflect a lowest 
common denominator for sustainability across different 
paradigms, it should at least also signal a broader shift in 
our perception of the relationship between human actions 
on the one hand and life in all its present (and future) forms 
on the other.

Implications

The interdisciplinary grounding of this sustainability 
conceptualisation certainly raises a myriad of new questions 
and challenges. Next, I therefore draw on the same categories 
of paradigmatic tensions identified above and use them as 
a framework to outline several first interpretations. The 
purpose here is not to suggest that each of these tensions can 
or should be reconciled. Instead, by seeking to characterise 
the pursuit of life through these different dualisms, the aim 
is to illustrate that new approaches to sustainability need 
to address all these questions and challenges collectively 
and coherently, recognising the interconnections between 
ontological, epistemological, and ethical assumptions 
(Table 2). Importantly, the attributes provided here are 
meant to be indicative rather than definitive in the hope they 
inspire further theoretical and practical elaboration.

Specifically, conceptualising sustainability as the pursuit 
of life reflects an ontology that recognises the coupled 
or interconnected processes between humans and nature 
(Eyster et al., 2023) whereby human intellect is seen as 
capable of constructing both objective/external (cognitive) 
and subjective/internal (mindful) representations of different 
phenomena. This view of reality draws on a contextual and 
dynamic interpretation of nature which acknowledges that 
humans are essentially nature immersed in a constantly 
changing stream of systemic influences, not least thanks 
to being open systems themselves. Moreover, humans are 
enabled and constrained by nature depending on context. 
Consequently, agency is moderated in that it is amplified 
and muted by relationships between human networks and 
the wider biosphere; examples include humans’ direct 
dependence on natural ecosystems services such as provision 
of clean air and water as well as food.

More concretely, the pursuit of life adopts a worldview 
based on a living mesh of a wider web-of-life, a view that 
also embraces similar metaphors of circle-of-life and 
living Earth as derived from different epistemologies. As 
such, a pursuit of life would seek to avoid being framed 
through paradigms of centredness, regardless of whether 
on humans or nature, which ontologically assume these 
entities are distinct from one another. Instead, it favours 
a relational ontology whereby life and (bio)diversity do 
not exist in isolation but represent intrinsically relational 
constructs. The pursuit of life, therefore, concerns itself with 
enhancing the diversity of and interconnections between 
different forms of life (rather than specific species or 
individual lives). The stream of life springing from the past 
is weaving the planetary web-of-life that has enabled and 
strengthened habitable conditions for life in the future. It is 
this living mesh connecting different species and ecosystems 
across different spatial scales and timeframes, and which 
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includes human-nature nodes, that enables the seemingly 
unique phenomenon of life on Earth to flourish. Yet by 
inducing significant species decline and degrading different 
ecosystems through its activities, humanity (in general 
terms) is effectively cutting loose the ties and couplings of 
this living mesh, thus not only decimating other lifeforms in 
the process, but in doing so essentially also destroying the 
very foundations upon which human life will still depend in 
the foreseeable future.

There is of course strong overlap here with the exist-
ing biocentric paradigm given the proposed focus on life 
(bios) (Hoffman, 1991). One might therefore argue that a 
“biocentric” paradigm should be open to other (relational) 
ontologies and epistemologies of life, for example, if they 
were conceptualised as “bio-relational” or similar. This is 
an open debate and readers are invited to reflect on such 
potential definitions. At the very least, a more pluralistic 
acknowledgement of different ontologies based on similar 
worldviews of humans within nature, that is those including 
Gaia, Pachamama or others, might enable the development 
of more fruitful common ground for examining the meaning 
and implications of sustainability.

Such ontological broad-mindedness also requires 
appreciation and inclusion of all forms of knowledge 
that recognise and internalise the pursuit of life as being 
fundamental to sustainability. How these epistemologies 
arrive at this knowledge is secondary to developing such 
shared understanding in the first place. In that sense, there 
are many ways of knowing about life, humans, and nature 
(equifinality), and in the context of sustainability they all 
have equal merit. Different research methods would be 
viewed as complementary provided they generate knowledge 
about life in all its manifestations, specifically where life is 
not just defined by technological knowledge but increasingly 
also through indigenous and other forms of knowing about 
a life in a broader sense. In this context, at least, knowledge 
itself is assumed to exist in different forms as well and 
includes both tangible and intangible ways of creating 
insight, understanding, and compassion.

From an ethical perspective, the pursuit of life could 
therefore be interpreted as a novel form of relational 
values of nature focused on (i) a broad, all-encompassing 
natural object (biodiversity in all its forms, present and 
future) (Chan et al., 2018) as well as on (ii) a relationship 
characterised by an active process (creating and maintaining 
conducive conditions) (Chan et al., 2018; Knippenberg et al., 
2018). This conceptualisation would not supersede or negate 
other extant forms of relational values, especially those 
identified in non-Western schools of thought, but include 
and complement them in a way that encourages urgent, 
comprehensive, and proactive engagement and efforts. 
In doing so, it acknowledges that ecocentric theorising is 
essential in so far as, beyond a growing appreciation of an 

instrumental value of nature, there is also an urgent need 
for respecting and internalising the inherent value of nature 
when trying to advance sustainability (Heikkurinen et al., 
2016; Palsson et al., 2013; Purser et al., 1995).

Since any conceptualisation is bound to revert to some 
form of anthropocentricism eventually,4 characterising the 
pursuit of life as a novel form of relational values is intended 
to draw on different paradigms and serve as a bridge to 
connect human actions and behaviours with the need for 
preserving and enhancing the diversity of life (Heikkurinen 
et al., 2019). Given that both the biosphere with all its life-
forms and many human communities have been significantly 
(and mostly negatively) affected without consultation or 
representation, it is important that conceptualisations such 
as the one proposed here are aimed at recognising and 
addressing this wider injustice. They also need to help us 
reappreciate the interconnectedness of humans and the 
biosphere and thus allow us to develop new approaches that 
could guide decision-making at individual, organisational 
and societal levels.

By focusing the attention on biodiversity, it is the 
phenomenon of life generally that primarily has value, rather 
than individual species or entities. Unlike existing paradigms 
that are centred on either humans or nature within an implied 
hierarchy between different species, a relational perspective 
in theory embraces and values all forms of life equally and 
especially their interconnections. Accordingly, there is no 
hierarchy between different forms of life and instead a need 
for creating a deeper, more meaningful appreciation of the 
way in which humans engage with and benefit from the 
biosphere in all its forms. This relational engagement needs 
to be recognised in addition to instrumental perspectives as 
all three forms of valuing nature are vital for supporting its 
preservation and regeneration.

Such values therefore have important consequences for 
addressing wider interconnected social and ecological injus-
tices through restorative and intergenerational approaches. 
Specifically, it follows that ethical and legal principles would 
need to interpret the pursuit of life as an inherent planetary 
characteristic where nomos (i.e. man-made laws) are ulti-
mately contingent on physis (natural laws) (Morrell & Dahl-
mann, 2022). Given that knowledge of the latter is constantly 
evolving, this requires pragmatism rather than idealism in 
order to account flexibly for shifts in understanding and val-
ues over time. Next, I discuss several ensuing challenges to 
expand on the conceptualisation and to lay the foundations 
for future research.

4 See, for example, DesJardins, 2016; Kopnina et  al., 2018 for 
debates on the application of different types of anthropocentricism in 
this context.
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Ethical Dilemmas in the Pursuit of Life

The preceding reflections on how to advance and interpret 
the pursuit of life theoretically highlight that the paradig-
matic tensions in the context of sustainability outlined at 
the beginning of this paper present a formidable barrier 
preventing reconciliation. While I have attempted to sketch 
out potential responses to these ontological and epistemo-
logical debates, it is clear researchers need to embrace the 
paradigmatic tensions coherently as a single lens, rather than 
as individual sticking points. Readers will judge whether 
the conceptualisation outlined above is indeed coherent, 
and whether such coherence is generally desirable and/or 
possible.

Moreover, adopting the pursuit of life inherently creates 
numerous (new) ethical dilemmas for action and behav-
iours. The list of examples provided below, however, is by 
no means complete but may serve as a springboard for future 

inquiry. Regarding different values of nature, for instance, 
what if an actor is clearly engaged in actions that intention-
ally benefit a diversity of species but where they also enjoy 
financial benefits from doing so, in other words where such 
practices also rely on the instrumental value of nature? Does 
deriving financial benefits from ecological conservation 
automatically negate the relational value of pursuing these 
practices for the sake of their enjoyment (perhaps by playing 
a subordinate role)? As the literature makes clear, relational 
values need to be seen as complimentary to other instrumen-
tal values of nature where the simultaneous presence of the 
latter does not deny the existence of the former. Given the 
many significant global challenges, it seems short-sighted 
to discriminate based on motivations alone. Yet relational 
values have been identified to ensure that beyond rewarding 
the instrumentalization of nature to further ecological ends 
(Daily et al., 2000), there is also acknowledgement of the 
very deep and intrinsically valuable relationships that many 

Table 2  Conceptualising sustainability as the pursuit of life

Key elements Attributes Potential examples and interpretations

Ontology
Nature of reality Relational • Humans and nature as distinct but tightly coupled entities

• Human intellect capable of constructing both objective/external (cognitive) and subjective/internal 
(mindful) representations of nature

• Non-static but constantly changing stream of relations

Dynamic

Metaphors of reality Interconnected • (Social) reality defined by human-nature nodes
• Living mesh; Web-of-life; Living Earth; Circle-of-lifeEvolutionary

Focus of worldview Pluralistic • General avoidance of “centred” paradigms
• Focus on human-nature nodes and relationships
• Bio-relational paradigm?

Polycentric

Human nature Embedded • Humans part of nature, no duality
• Free will enabled and constrained by nature depending on contextContextual

Agency Moderated • Power and control amplified/muted by interconnections between human networks and the wider 
biosphere

Epistemology
Nature of knowledge Unrestricted • Open to all forms of knowledge that recognise/internalise the pursuit of life as fundamental to 

sustainabilityEquifinality
Methodology Complementary • Methods chosen to examine life in all its manifestations

• Combining human centred and human decentred perspectives
Ethics
Values of nature Inclusive • Instrumental, inherent, relational

• Embracing all forms of life (e.g., humans; non-humans; ecosystems; more-than-humans) where life 
in general has value, rather than individual species or entities

• Concern for future of life in all its forms

Intergenerational

Ethical approaches Contingent • Ethics and laws grounded in inherently natural processes
• Nomos contingent on physis
• Pragmatic rather than idealistic
• Flexible to account for shifts in values and understanding

Adaptive

Teleology Biodiversity • Self-regulation and self-sustaining critical to overall flourishing at related systems levels
• Creating and maintaining conditions conducive to life
• Safeguarding Earth system stability and resilience within planetary boundaries (habitability)
• Addressing wider social and ecological injustices through restoration
• Prospective prevention of future harm and damage

Justice
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humans already have with nature. These thus do not require 
further incentives, but should instead be acknowledged and 
adopted more widely and, if necessary and appropriate, used 
to challenge instrumental values on an equal footing.

Another important question is whether conceptualising 
sustainability as the pursuit of life should be interpreted nor-
matively to define human behaviours, or would this contra-
dict calls for less anthropocentric perspectives? If yes, how 
should adherence to or alignment with the pursuit of life 
generally be determined? Should this be viewed in binary 
terms or is a broader scale more suitable? If it is difficult 
to ascertain whether someone creates or maintains condi-
tions conducive to biodiversity, one possibility might be to 
set a threshold value such that any individual behaviour or 
collective action that actively reduces or even destroys life 
chances would be judged as evidence of non-conformity—a 
very harsh and complex boundary. Perhaps, though, it would 
reflect the urgency and criticality regarding the socio-eco-
logical state of the planet and highlight that only few human 
actions and behaviours are currently in alignment with this 
pursuit of life. However, would such an assessment encour-
age and incentivise action to address this general shortcom-
ing, or is it more likely to cause despondency and continued 
inertia? Alternatively, could an actor be deemed to partially 
adhere to this principle? How useful would such an assess-
ment be? Much like other ethical approaches the purpose is 
perhaps to set a high bar and provide general guidance for 
behaviour, while simultaneously recognising that life rarely 
presents itself in simplistic terms. In that sense, ethical con-
cepts and values are similar to aspirational stretch goals that 
constantly require review and qualification to ensure they fit 
the context and are effective in terms of driving behavioural 
change (Sitkin et al., 2011).

Central to the imperative for creating and maintaining 
conditions conducive to life is the call, demand even, on 
actors of all types to engage in proactive, deliberative, and 
directive processes. Consistent with the notion of relational 
values, however, such actions need to be perceived not just 
as means to an end, but these efforts must have intrinsic 
meaning and relevance to its actors that goes beyond 
the direct benefits derived. In other words, actors must 
characterise the process of creating and maintaining as a 
relational activity with nature where this process itself is 
valued and as such also inspires others to engage with and 
develop new approaches towards human-nature interactions 
(Soga & Gaston, 2021; Xie et al., 2022). Doing so would 
also require greater recognition of the extent to which 
agency is moderated by such interconnections. When the 
engagement with nature is therefore valued as preference and 
virtue because it defines “who we are as humans” (Himes & 
Muraca, 2018, p. 2), actions could be deemed to align with 
the pursuit of life.

As is becoming ever more evident, though, wider socio-
ecological systems are in significant distress, imbalance, and 
nearing potentially dangerous tipping points (Folke et al., 
2021; Lenton & Williams, 2013). Simply halting degrada-
tion and decline will not address the complex and evolving 
interconnections between these different issues. Actions to 
improve socio-ecological conditions need to focus on com-
prehensive renewal, replenishment, and restoration to enable 
all life to flourish (Strassburg et al., 2020). More aspirational 
approaches therefore need to actively foster a more proac-
tive attitude towards changing individual lives and organi-
sational purpose generally (Aguilera et al., 2022; Dahlmann 
& Stubbs, 2023; George et al., 2021). Put differently, the 
pursuit of life asks individuals (managers and organisations 
by extension) not just to avoid damage, loss, and harm, but 
instead identify behaviours and practices based on new hab-
its and norms that place socio-ecological preservation and 
restoration of the web-of-life at the centre of decision-mak-
ing. Yet even voluntary commitments that draw on relatively 
sharp distinctions between right and wrong are faced with 
the conundrum of how to differentiate between individual 
or organisational behaviours and wider planetary outcomes. 
While an individual actor may be broadly deemed to “pursue 
life”, both private and public sector activities are still sig-
nificantly contributing to environmental degradation overall.

Moreover, how can consumption patterns and choices 
be transformed, especially where and when there are no 
alternatives? How do we ensure that concepts such as 
natural carrying capacity, bio demand and biocapacity are 
adequately reflected in our costs, prices, and production 
systems such that demand for energy, food, clothing, and 
other basic necessities not only respect planetary boundaries 
but also the need for replenishing the wider web-of-life? 
More generally, how do we shift the dependency of our 
economic system away from demand growth towards 
lifestyles and consumption patterns that align with the 
pursuit of life? On the production side, is the growing 
adoption of the concept of “nature positive” sufficiently 
robust to handle the many issues and tensions raised in this 
paper and elsewhere5? How should different organisational 
functions including, critically, marketing and accounting, 
internalise a pursuit of life? What is the role, if any, of 
the financial sector in allocating capital consistent with a 
reality based on a living mesh? What types of institutions, 
organisations and sectors are best placed to fulfil and govern 
socio-ecological needs such as preserving and enhancing 
biodiversity (Panwar et al., 2022; Sjåfjell et al., 2022)?

Given concerns about the overly extractive and exploita-
tive nature of the capitalistic economic system (Heikkurinen 

5 See, for example, https:// www. natur eposi tive. org/ and https:// getna 
turep ositi ve. com/

https://www.naturepositive.org/
https://getnaturepositive.com/
https://getnaturepositive.com/
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et al., 2019; Moore, 2015), the pursuit of life would also 
require a shift in mindsets, policies, and strategies by 
contributing towards multiple, potentially interconnected 
qualitative outcomes and impacts, rather than an excessive 
reliance on a single dominant quantitative performance 
measure and target such as economic growth and organi-
sational profitability. Examples might include a broader 
nexus-driven conceptualisation of “planetary health and 
wellbeing” (Purser et al., 1995; Whitmee et al., 2015), cre-
ating targets for a “safe and just corridor for people and the 
planet” (Rockström et al., 2021), or the notion of “socio-
ecological resilience” based on developing adaptative capac-
ity and ability to persist in the face of significant changes in 
environmental conditions (Folke et al., 2016; Wieland, 2021; 
Williams et al., 2021).

Beyond evaluating actions and behaviours generally 
regarding their alignment with the pursuit of life, how 
should actors handle the differential impacts on the diversity 
of species, ecosystems and conflicts between humans and 
other species, particularly when they increase life-chances 
for one species but reduce them for another (Kortetmäki 
et al., 2022)? It is important to acknowledge that while 
there is a natural background rate of species decline this 
is significantly dwarfed by human-induced species decline 
which is vastly higher (Ceballos et al., 2017; Richardson 
et al., 2023). Yet there is also an impossibility, and in some 
locations or circumstances an undesirability—at least from 
a human perspective—to completely restore nature to 
previous states. Nevertheless, proactive efforts to enhance 
biodiversity and reverse species decline will have multiple 
co-benefits, some of which may lead to renewal or even 
the emergence of completely new ecological developments 
(Jepson & Blythe, 2020; Perino et al., 2019). Such efforts 
thus need to be designed with the aim of enhancing 
ecosystem complexity and with coherence across multiple 
scales, different ecosystems, and landscapes (Bullock 
et al., 2021). Yet how would one account for the potential 
“disvalue of nature” (Lliso et al., 2022) and assess trade-offs 
(Schuler et al., 2017), especially when they generate benefits 
that support human life but deny them for other species? Is 
this a case of maximising the life chances for the greatest 
number of species, regardless of their prevalence, needs and 
impacts on others, or are new frameworks for prioritisation, 
allocation, and governance required (Bull et al., 2020)?.

The current default position appears to be that human 
development tends to trump concerns about other life-forms 
(Hodges, 2003). To what extent can or should economic 
growth-oriented business models and policies that are often 
claimed to enhance life chances for humans in the present, 
but which may also limit those of other species and future 
generations, be reconciled with the pursuit of life (Edwards, 
2021)? Similarly, how should actions and behaviours be 
evaluated when their impacts may be delayed or spatially 

distributed? How should spatial and temporal interconnec-
tions of causes and effects be addressed? What is the appro-
priate stance to take regarding impacts on the life chances of 
future generations (Jeurissen & Keijzers, 2004)?

Similarly, commitments not to create loss and damage 
clearly set expectations on avoiding or managing negative 
impacts. From a psychological perspective, however, this 
focus tends to create risk-based approaches which may be 
insufficient given the wider scale of existing sustainability 
challenges. Imperatives such as doing no harm based on 
the precautionary principle may support behaviours and 
actions that avoid the worst transgressions but may also 
lack inspiration for significant and necessary practical action 
(DesJardins, 1998; Hoffman, 1991). The question therefore 
remains whether ethical ideas alone are indeed sufficient 
to guide managerial and organisational practices in the 
absence of widespread legal enforcement and potentially 
other incentives (Nilsen, 2023)? Calls for the pursuit of 
life are unlikely going to change behaviours without a 
wider cultural and socio-economic transformation, but 
they may begin to influence legal practice and be taken up 
more widely and voluntarily if their logic seems attractive, 
valuable, and effective more broadly. For instance, legal 
scholars and practitioners are beginning to define and extend 
definitions of Earth jurisprudence, planetary justice, and 
Earth systems law (Biermann & Kalfagianni, 2020; Gupta 
et al., 2021, 2023; Kotzé et al., 2022; Petersmann, 2021) 
by drawing connections between social and ecological 
issues and concerns, as well as recognising nature more 
generally (e.g., granting rights to non-human species and 
ecosystems including rivers) (Kalonaityte, 2018; Knauß, 
2018; Kortetmäki et al., 2022). In doing so, they begin to 
challenge the assumption that the notion of legal personhood 
must be confined to humans in the present.

Many of these dilemmas are of course common to 
other ethical contexts and thus simply reaffirm that moral 
judgement rarely provides clear black-and-white answers 
(Aguilera et al., 2022). Instead, the benefits of new ethical 
perspectives such as the ones outlined here are designed to 
provide stimulus for novel thought processes and critical 
assessment, rather than definitive guides. Perhaps scientific 
inquiry is needed to examine how such trade-offs are 
handled in nature and elsewhere. Equally, the concept of the 
double effect from the field of bioethics may provide some 
guidance to recognise that actions, intentions, consequences, 
and benefits can be connected in complex ways that require 
careful evaluation (Beauchamp & Childress, 2013). Others 
also call for greater research forecasting and anticipating 
wider sustainability trends and scenarios as well as 
imagining more normative goals and futures (Burch et al., 
2019; Gümüsay & Reinecke, 2022; van Vuuren et al., 2022).

Finally, a broader question pertains to whether 
scholars and practitioners would agree to a framing of 
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behaviours and practices consistent with the pursuit of 
life? Many argue that business and ethics are difficult to 
reconcile as they are already broad and complex (Johnsen, 
2021; Spence, 2022). Yet it is also apparent that rapid 
advancements in technology and scientific engineering 
already challenge many of our self-created boundaries. 
When viewed against the backdrop of many other radical 
innovations (Palsson et  al., 2013; Reynolds, 2021), 
disciplinary boundaries provide increasingly limited 
protection against incursion from other domains. Even 
relatively benign and fast-growing innovations such as 
digitalisation, but also many new green technologies, 
have darker sides that affect the human condition and other 
life forms and thus pose complex ethical concerns and 
considerations.

As such, they all raise new and productive questions 
resulting from the novel interpretation of pursuit of life: 
Are these new technologies and practices genuinely and 
generally creating or maintaining conditions conducive to 
life? For which life forms, on what spatial and temporal 
scales? More importantly, what really is life (Lenton et al., 
2020)? Do we need to anticipate a changing meaning for 
what life is at all in the future (Frederick, 2000)? Does it 
have to be carbon based or are we including potentially 
futuristic hybrids and other silicone-based entities that 
display life-like behaviours (Böhm et al., 2022)? What 
are the implications for the pursuit of life from the rapidly 
progressing digital technologies including novel forms of 
artificial intelligence? Should humans really be creating 
conducive conditions for invasive species, parasites, 
viruses, and other unwanted diseases as forms of life 
as well (DesJardins, 2016; Lliso et al., 2022)? Are the 
increasingly private sector-led efforts of space exploration 
and colonisation (!) still consistent with the pursuit of life? 
And is this conceptualisation compatible with the potential 
for life (in whichever form) to exist on other planets or 
parts of the universe?

In terms of proactive efforts and behaviours, is it even 
possible to define desirable impacts from ecological res-
toration? What about any unintended consequences from 
any such actions and innovations that could render any ini-
tial gains void or even create more harm than anticipated 
(Melanidis & Hagerman, 2022; Möller & Grießhammer, 
2022)? The rapid growth of new human and organisa-
tional efforts to push scientific and engineering boundaries 
makes a wider ethical conceptualisation that overcomes 
the nature-human duality even more pressing and timely 
(Böhm et al., 2022; Burch et al., 2019). Reviewing such 
issues and trends from the perspective of the pursuit of life 
as proposed here may therefore provide a useful starting 
point for such a development in research and in practice.

Conclusion

In this paper, I examined how conceptualizing sustainability 
in the pursuit of life might allow us to develop new insights 
for research and practice into the wider transformation 
needed to sustain and restore socioecological systems. 
I proposed that new insights emerge from examining 
the fundamental questions arising from paradigmatic 
tensions about how our views, understanding, study of, 
and approaches to the nature of reality, and particularly the 
ethical implications of significant socio-ecological systems 
degradation, shape our engagement with the concept of 
sustainability. Consistent with a desire to overcome the 
persistent human-nature duality in much of extant theory 
and practice, scholars have long been calling for ontological 
shifts to challenge prevailing paradigms and worldviews and 
to initiate a wider sustainability transformation (Böhm et al., 
2022; Ergene & Calás, 2023; Ergene et al., 2021; Labatut, 
2023; Shrivastava, 1994).

Here, I have argued that concepts such as life and 
biodiversity may provide equally fruitful avenues for 
ontological reflection whereby linguistic adjustments, new 
metaphors, and emphases, could become potential starting 
points for advancing new theories and practices designed to 
transform our broader worldviews, paradigms and ultimately 
actions, decisions, and behaviours. By interpreting life and 
biodiversity in more relational and pluralistic terms, the 
hope is they encourage wider engagement with and perhaps 
convergence (if not reconciliation) of different paradigms in 
ways that facilitate new perspectives on humanity within the 
wider biosphere. Quite literally, perceiving of sustainability 
as a pursuit of life also implies a more ecocentric call to 
“follow” life, that is, to emulate nature in ways expressed by 
Gaia theory and other ontologies as a form of biomimicry 
(Benyus, 2002). Other expressions such as “living well”, 
“living with others” (Ergene et al., 2018) and “living in 
harmony with nature” (Díaz et al., 2020) exemplify the 
growing need for internalising the essentially relational and 
systemic nature of our world and reposition our priorities 
and focal points for attention to better acknowledge the 
ultimate dependency of humanity (and business) on a 
functioning ecosystem where there are no definitive 
boundaries between the two. By emphasising an inclusive 
focus on life in all its different definitions, manifestations, 
metaphors, and meanings, I hope this paper provides new 
stimulus for reflection on the wider interconnectedness of 
all these entities within this living mesh and thus lays the 
foundations for future research on sustainability that values 
and engages with them accordingly.
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