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Applying the capabilities approach to ecosystems:  

Resilience as ecosystem capability 

 

Abstract  

The capabilities approach has attracted broad interest in environmental ethics. One very 5 

interesting application is the environmental or extended capabilities approach which 

promotes the notion of environmental capabilities that contribute to the flourishing of 

non-human beings and ecological systems. The approach however lacks any account of 

the capabilities of ecological systems. This essay applies the environmental capabilities 

approach at the ecosystem level and examines how the flourishing of an ecosystem can 10 

be understood in terms of capabilities. Ecosystem flourishing presumes the ability of a 

given system to maintain its characteristic functions, diversity and quality, and do so even 

in the face of various disturbances. Resilience can be understood as a central capability of 

ecosystems to maintain their characteristic functioning in disruptive circumstances, 

which is particularly important with regard to human-induced environmental changes. 15 

This argument evokes duties of ecological justice regarding ecosystems. The nature of 

these duties is considered and linked with a discussion on how the environmental 

capabilities approach can promote more holistic decision-making. 

 

Keywords: extended capabilities approach, environmental capabilities, ecological justice, 20 

resilience, ecosystems 
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Introduction  

The capabilities approach, especially in the form of central capabilities approach established by 

Martha Nussbaum1, has become a prominent framework for theorising social justice (fairness in 25 

the relations between society and the individuals) during the last decade. It has also inspired 

several applications that go beyond the social sphere and apply the notion of capabilities to 

environmental issues. These contributions deal with climate change adaptation2, non-human 

animals3, and environmental and ecological justice4 – to mention but a few of the contributions. 

Environmental justice incorporates environmental matters into the social justice discourse by 30 

making them an important ingredient of justice. Ecological justice, in contrast, makes the 

nonhuman nature (or certain parts of it) a recipient of justice: it concerns the fairness in human-

nature relations, and theories of ecological justice aim to clarify how this fairness should be 

understood. 

Of particular interest here is the incorporation of the capabilities approach and ecological 35 

justice that expands the sphere of justice to include the nonhuman realm as a recipient of justice. 

This account was introduced by David Schlosberg5 as the extended/expanded capabilities 

approach. While the extended capabilities approach adopts the core ideas from the central 

capabilities approach of Nussbaum, it also differs in significant ways. Most importantly, the 

community of ecological justice consists of not only humans but living entities, including non-40 

human beings as well as biotic systems (such as habitats and ecosystems)6. This shift from 

humans to non-humans and the inclusion of systemic entities raises questions about how the 

capabilities approach can be applied in such novel cases, a question to which I aim to provide a 

partial answer. 
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The core idea of extended capabilities, as laid out by Schlosberg, can be considered as an 45 

extensive and interesting opening but not a mature theory of ecological justice. Perhaps the most 

pressing question is left unanswered: what are those environmental capabilities that ought to be 

protected or promoted? This gap is also noted by Elizabeth Cripps7, who argues that Schlosberg 

“owes us an account of the central capabilities of ecosystems which can avoid […] dangers 

whilst still maintaining the idea of fulfilling some positive duty to ecosystems”. The dangers 50 

Cripps refers to are that: 1) securing ecosystem capabilities would lead to detrimental efforts to 

“hold time still” and 2) all human interactions with the non-human world become in this view 

morally unacceptable. 

Schlosberg himself distinguishes theoretical considerations from the capabilities list 

itself, asserting that “[l]aying out a theory of capabilities as an element of ecological justice is 55 

one thing; the details will take much more work—an interdisciplinary project of theorists, 

ecologists, and a variety of other participants”8. Yet, justifying the extended capabilities approach 

would require a more detailed discussion concerning the capabilities themselves. After all, many 

advantages or problems of the approach can be thoroughly discussed only after there is some 

idea about what kinds of capabilities there are. Furthermore, the interdisciplinary project for 60 

defining the capabilities is unlikely to occur before the framework itself has achieved more 

credibility. 

In this paper, my aim is to provide a partial answer to the lack of environmental 

capabilities, keeping the focus on the ecosystems that were discussed in Cripps’s critique. This 

task is divided into three main parts. In the first part, I introduce the key points of the extended 65 

capabilities approach or the environmental capabilities approach as I shall call it, since this label 

distinguishes the approach from a different account that has earlier been called the extended 
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capabilities approach9. After that, the notions of ecosystem wellbeing, functionings and 

capabilities are clarified to the extent that is necessary for the main argument of this paper. This 

discussion is conjoined with the ecological and biological sciences. In the third and final part, I 70 

shall link together ecosystem resilience, flourishing and capabilities, thereby constructing an 

argument for considering resilience a central ecosystem capability. To connect this with broader 

discussion and practice, the concluding remarks contain some suggestions on how the 

environmental capabilities approach could be applied at the policy level. 

 75 

From human to environmental capabilities 

The capabilities approach puts an emphasis on the question what each person is able to do and to 

be: in other words, their capabilities10. Capabilities enable access to various functionings (states 

of beings and doings), of which people choose those that are compatible with their own life plan, 

preferences and their own conception of the good life. The focus is on the range of opportunities 80 

and the capabilities framework does not entail an objective account of wellbeing. From these 

premises, Nussbaum has further developed her own capability-based theory of basic social 

justice, the central capabilities approach. Her account defends the idea of central capabilities, 

which are essential for the pursuing of any conception of the good life, and securing and 

promoting them is a necessary condition of social justice11.  85 

The list of central capabilities has been slightly revised during further developments of 

the approach. At present, the central capabilities include entitlement to 1) life (of normal length 

and worth living); 2) bodily health; 3) bodily integrity; 4) the use of senses, imagination, and 

thought; 5) feeling different emotions; 6) exercising practical reason and forming one’s own 

conception of the good life; 7) affiliation with others and self-respect; 8) living with concern for 90 
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or in relation to other species and the natural world; 9) play; and 10) political and material 

control over one's environment12. 

Nussbaum has also extended the scope of the capabilities approach, suggesting a 

modified version of the list of capabilities applicable to sentient non-human animals13, yet 

reminding that the composition of central capabilities may vary greatly depending on what 95 

constitutes the wellbeing and what are the distinctive characteristics of the individuals of a 

particular species. She has also discussed the ways in which the list could be practically applied 

to animal welfare, although the discussion is left somewhat open for later complements. 

Nussbaum's view on nonhuman animal capabilities has also received criticism, as it seems to 

suggest some kind of 'sanitisation' of nature, demanding the control of, e.g., predator–prey 100 

relationships, which are usually considered to fall outside the moral sphere (and so do not need 

intervention) in environmental ethics14. 

The capabilities approach is generally person-oriented and, similarly, Nussbaum’s 

account adopts a plainly individualistic stance towards justice. What happens to a particular 

species is not an issue of justice15. However, many environmental ethicists share the intuition 105 

that species matter as well, even in terms of justice16. In the case of species extinction caused by 

human action, “there seems to be something further going wrong [...] that is not captured by the 

harm to the individual: something to do with the fact that, as a result of human activity, the 

species polar bear and snow leopard are likely to become extinct.”17 Moreover, if an 

environmentalist had to choose between saving three common red squirrels or one Amur leopard, 110 

there would probably be a broad agreement on saving the critically endangered Amur leopard 

although it would entail a greater amount of (killed or suffering) individuals. Ecological justice 

is concerned with such systemic entities; consequently, the capabilities approach is not of great 
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value for ecological justice unless it is significantly modified in these terms. However, it is 

possible to develop and alter the approach to involve systemic entities as well. 115 

This idea has been developed further in the environmental capabilities approach, a 

capabilities-based approach to ecological (and environmental) justice coined by David 

Schlosberg18. This approach adopts its core from the human capabilities approach, but the focus 

on ecological justice brings about fundamental differences in two respects: non-sentient beings 

as well as systemic entities like habitats are included in the community of justice. Ecological 120 

justice is not a replacement but a complement for social and environmental justice. Conflicts 

between different views and recipients of justice are inevitable, and resolving them can be 

difficult. This problem is unavoidable in ecological justice more generally: it is not unique to the 

environmental capabilities approach. Addressing these conflicts in a detailed manner goes 

beyond the scope of this paper, and I do not intend to deny its significance; however, I will 125 

shortly discuss how the environmental capabilities approach actually might provide a promising 

framework for resolving these conflicts. 

The environmental capabilities approach focuses on the wellbeing or flourishing of non-

human life. Defining this state of flourishing and the corresponding central capabilities enabling 

it comprises the heart of this approach. At this point it can be noted that while capability and 130 

functioning are important concepts here as in the capabilities approach, Schlosberg prefers to 

speak about flourishing or integrity (of nature) instead of dignity which has been chosen as a 

central term by Nussbaum19. The overall non-human flourishing is a broad idea, and in this paper 

the scope will be restricted to ecosystems. Ecosystem capabilities make up one subset of 

environmental capabilities; another subset would comprise, for example, the species-related 135 

capabilities of certain animals and plants. 
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The flourishing of ecological systems is important for two reasons. Firstly, the flourishing 

of individuals is always closely related to the environment it inhabits: separating the two is 

impossible. Second, Schlosberg argues that systems are “living entities with their own integrity; 

atomizing nature into isolated animals devalues a form of life, and the way that this form of life 140 

flourishes”20. Integrity is not an unproblematic concept and can be defined in different ways21, 

but despite the ambiguity I hold the main point to be viable: it is important to consider the 

flourishing of biotic systems as morally important and irreducible to individual flourishing. 

In the capabilities approach, promoting ecosystem wellbeing means promo1ting the 

ecosystem capabilities, which often means “deconstructing the impediments to nature's own 145 

capabilities to fully and continually function”22. According to this conception of ecologically just 

action, injustice is done when nature's capability to reach its functioning is obstructed or 

eradicated. These considerations give rise to a follow-up question: What are these capabilities 

and functionings of a natural system or, in the case of this paper, an ecosystem? Although 

Schlosberg in most cases speaks about the capabilities of nature in a general sense, I deliberately 150 

take a more limited scope, discussing particular ecosystems in this paper. 

There are several reasons why the environmental capabilities approach deserves more 

attention. Firstly, it binds the academic discussion together with views expressed by 

environmental and ecological justice movements. It also provides a common language that can 

be shared, to a certain extent, by both academics and environmental and ecological movements. 155 

Second, it is a multidimensional rather than a narrowly distributional approach: by integrating 

the elements of participation, recognition, and capabilities with distribution, it reaches beyond 

the distributional injustice and allows a deeper structural analysis of injustice. Third, the 

                                             
1  
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environmental capabilities approach has potential to advance the transition from environmental 

“sick-care” to “health-care” in politics or, in other words, the transition towards ecological 160 

sustainability that aims to prevent problems beforehand rather than just fix them afterwards. 

To grasp what the ecosystem capabilities could include, it is necessary to have an 

understanding of what it means for an ecosystem to flourish and how that can be linked with the 

functioning(s) of a particular ecosystem. Given that ecosystems represent a very different kind of 

entity from human persons or even individual animal beings, how can we apply the core 165 

concepts of the capabilities approach in the case of ecosystems? 

 

Ecosystems: functioning and flourishing 

In the capabilities approach, different states of being and doing are called functionings: reading, 

eating, raising children, and being healthy, are examples of human functionings. They are results 170 

of actualised capabilities23 and contribute to the wellbeing of the being in question. The relation 

between capabilities and functionings is asymmetrical: one capability usually enables a broad 

variety of functionings, whereas some functionings presume several capabilities. 

In the ecological sphere, there is a similar connection between functionings, capabilities, 

and flourishing. As Schlosberg puts it, the central question for ecological justice is whether a 175 

living system can transform “primary goods into capabilities, functionings, and the flourishing of 

the whole system”24. At certain points, Schlosberg refers to an “overall capability” (of an 

ecological system) to fully function. Yet that overall capability consists of various other 

capabilities that are central, or essential, to the full functioning of that particular system and its 

flourishing. What is needed to make this theoretical constellation more applicable is the 180 
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definition of a flourishing life and the list of capabilities essential to that25. This task starts by 

addressing ecosystem flourishing (or wellbeing, the terms being used here interchangeably). In 

this shift from social to ecological realms of wellbeing, the work done by philosophers or 

political theorists is insufficient. This is important because ecosystem flourishing is not always 

identifiable for those who are laymen in the context of ecological knowledge: a primeval forest 185 

with an abundance of decaying material or a bare mire in its natural state may seem unattractive 

and perhaps “ill-being” for many, yet both habitats might be flourishing and maintaining their 

overall functioning in a great way. People with expertise in ecology, conservation biology or 

similar disciplines are better equipped to evaluate the condition of an ecosystem. 

Creating an exhaustive, universal definition of ecosystem flourishing would be an 190 

enormous task needing innumerable context-sensitive conditions and provisos. This is not 

surprising: even creating an all-encompassing definition of human wellbeing would be 

practically impossible (if such a definition respects a pluralist rather than an objective account of 

wellbeing), and ecosystems are even more complex entities – and less familiar to us – than 

individual human persons. However, defining relevant capabilities does not require such an 195 

explicit account of ecosystem wellbeing: a description that captures the essential features of it 

suffices. This applies to Nussbaum’s central capabilities approach as well. It refrains from 

endorsing any objective account of wellbeing and emphasises opportunities. Having a capability 

means having options within a space of freedom and having enough capabilities enables 

flourishing that still enables different ways of life26. In that account, the defined central 200 

capabilities are those that, according to Nussbaum, are necessary for realising practically any 

conception of a good human life. In a similar way in our case, understanding what is central in 

ecosystem flourishing helps to understand what is central at the level of capabilities, and all-
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encompassing definitions are not needed. Whereas the central capabilities approach aims to 

promote human freedom, in the case of ecosystems and ecological justice a similar aim is to 205 

leave the systems with an open future, one within which they have opportunities to function. 

The essential constituents of ecosystem wellbeing have been perhaps most 

comprehensively discussed in a broad work of Robert Prescott-Allen that proposes an ecosystem 

wellbeing index (EWI) for measuring the overall state of ecosystems27. Prescott-Allen defines 

ecosystem wellbeing as “a condition in which the ecosystem maintains its diversity and quality – 210 

and thus its capacity to support people and the rest of life – and its potential to adapt to change 

and provide a wide range of choices and opportunities for the future”. Prescott-Allen's ecosystem 

wellbeing indicator consists of five sub-indices: 1) land, 2) water, 3) air, 4) species and genes, 

and 5) resource use, each having two factors (diversity and quality) that contribute to ecosystem 

wellbeing28. This definition of ecosystem wellbeing has been later cited and reviewed by many 215 

researchers29 and it provides an informed basis for discussing ecosystem capabilities, although 

minor modifications make the notion fitter for the capabilities framework. In this paper, 

ecosystem flourishing is defined as a condition where the ecosystem can perform and maintain 

the functions characteristic of it, and exhibit and sustain its quality and diversity. A flourishing 

ecosystem supports life processes that exist within or are connected with that system. 220 

Prescott-Allen has further operationalised the sub-indices into ten measurable elements, 

such as habitat and species diversity and the degree of soil degradation.30 At least some of the 

measurable constituents of ecosystem wellbeing could be considered as ecosystem functionings, 

states of doing or being, in themselves: consider the land being undegraded or degraded, the 

water being unpolluted or polluted, and so on. The ecosystem wellbeing index then offers 225 

guidance in defining ecosystem capabilities: proposed capabilities should have an intelligible 
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role in enabling (at least some of) the aforementioned operationalised constituents of ecosystem 

wellbeing. Moreover, the ecosystem wellbeing lends general support to the idea that there are 

commonalities across the ecosystems that allow us to talk about ecosystems as things that have 

functionings and capabilities. 230 

Some ecosystem capability candidates may actually correspond rather directly to the 

functionings listed. In Nussbaum's central capabilities approach, the second central human 

capability was bodily health; it is arguable that soil health (sufficiently low level of degradation 

of soil) could be an ecosystem capability in the land ecosystems, resembling the human bodily 

health capability. I am not going to make a decisive argument about whether this actually is the 235 

case, but the idea deserves consideration. However, many other listed elements seem to have a 

more complex relationship to the corresponding capabilities: what actually are the capabilities 

that enable species diversity, for instance? As the issue of diversity is repeated several times in 

the operationalised version of the ecosystem wellbeing index, it is crucially central for the whole 

question of ecosystem capabilities. Hence, the rest of this paper will focus on a capacity that I 240 

propose as a capability central to various kinds of ecosystems, one that is strongly linked with 

the issues of diversity: resilience.31 

 

 

Ecosystem resilience 245 

Over the last decades, resilience has attracted broad and diverse discussion in social and 

environmental sciences. A common distinction is made between engineering resilience (the 

physical sense of resilience), ecological resilience, and evolutionary resilience. All these share 

the idea of the ability to move either back or forth to another preferred state (stability domain) 
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after disturbances; engineering resilience has only one such stability domain, whereas ecological 250 

and evolutionary resilience may have several of them32. Social-ecological resilience is a newer 

term that denotes the ‘ecological kind of resilience’ but addresses resilience at the level of 

coupled social-ecological systems that include both ecological and social properties, 

acknowledging that the social and ecological dimensions of our lifeworld cannot be separated. 

Social-ecological resilience refers to the amount of disruption a system can absorb before 255 

changing its structure, the system’s capacity of self-organization, and its ability to develop 

capacities for learning and adaptation33. In this paper, the focus is on the resilience of ecosystems 

(including humans inhabiting them), which comprises one important constituent of the overall 

social-ecological resilience. Interactions between the different constituents of social-ecological 

resilience would deserve further scrutiny, and approaching them with the capabilities framework 260 

might raise important questions about the relationship between environmental, collective, and 

central human capabilities34. 

A resilient ecosystem can absorb disturbances if its ecological interactions reinforce and 

support one another, for instance when there are several species with similar ecological 

functions35. Ecosystem resilience has been operationalised in various ways and relevant 265 

indicators depend on the particular system in question. For example, the ecological resilience of 

lake districts can be evaluated by measuring the soil phosphorous and the animal stock density, 

whereas in the rangelands a proper indicator would be the shrub:wood ratio36. Lance H. 

Gunderson37 has summarised the ongoing research on resilience and its indicators broadly. In 

particular, much attention has been paid to the relationship between biodiversity and resilience: 270 

biodiversity is suggested to provide cross-scale resilience. It is also often acknowledged that 

human actions affect ecosystem resilience. 
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As a work of ecological justice (or justice in human-nature relations), this paper focuses 

particularly on human-induced stresses and disruptions to the ecosystems. Often the origin of a 

particular disruption cannot be determined as completely anthropogenic. Still, the current course 275 

of human actions – emitting high levels of greenhouse gases, discharging pollutants and toxins 

such as heavy metals, using renewable resources faster than they regenerate, and so forth – 

evidently increases the amount of anthropogenic disturbances to ecosystems. Moreover, many of 

the current environmental problems are already overdetermined in the loosely used sense of the 

term: even a smaller amount of stress would have caused the problem. 280 

Ecosystems have confronted disruptions already before the dawn of Homo sapiens. The 

main problem with current anthropogenic disruption is the extent and rate of interference, which 

leads to the degradation of the ecosystems in various ways. Our current knowledge suggests that 

short periods of abrupt and extensive changes have occurred five times in the course of history, 

causing an event or wave of mass extinction. Now, humans are possibly causing the sixth wave 285 

of extinction; and for the first time, it is being caused by moral agents. This invokes moral 

responsibilities to which I will return in the concluding discussion. 

In these circumstances, the ability to withstand stresses and shocks is necessary for any 

ecosystem to maintain its key functionings that enable its flourishing. The importance of 

resilience (and management that aims to promote resilience) has been widely acknowledged both 290 

on the ecosystem and planetary levels, starting from the introduction of ecological resilience and 

continuing actively in the contemporary discussion38. It can be argued that in such 

circumstances, ecological justice creates an obligation to protect and promote ecosystem 

resilience. Within the capabilities framework, this invokes a case for arguing that resilience is a 

central ecosystem capability that is closely linked with biodiversity, an important constituent of 295 
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ecosystem wellbeing. This argument deserves a closer inspection. 

 

Linking ecosystem resilience, flourishing, and capabilities 

Anthropogenic environmental degradation harms and places stress on the elements that were 

earlier listed as constitutive to ecosystem wellbeing, such as diversity, nutrient cycles, and the air 300 

and land quality. This encumbers the wellbeing of an ecosystem. In many cases, the harmful 

actions have a negative effect also on the resilience of ecosystems39. In addition, disturbances 

continue to arise from non-human grounds as well, which increases the amount of total stress 

faced by ecosystems. 

 Ecosystem flourishing and overall functioning requires proper functioning of various 305 

elements that are captured, for example, in the environmental wellbeing index. These factors are 

either in themselves, or closely linked to, the states of being and doing: the central functionings 

of an ecosystem. These functionings that are essential constituents of ecosystem flourishing (a 

condition where the ecosystem can perform and maintain the functions characteristic of it) are 

threatened and harmed by anthropogenic disruptions. 310 

 However, a resilient ecosystem can absorb more such disturbances, leaving room for the 

adaptation and dynamic reorganisation of key functionings. Ecosystems that lack resilience are 

susceptible to non-linear and non-predictable changes and the breakdown of functionings 

essential for the identity, integrity, and flourishing characteristic of them40. This does not mean 

that resilience is about maintaining a stable compilation of populations and processes that would 315 

not change at all. Social-ecological resilience assumes multiple stability domains, and the 

combination of populations in the system may vary41. What matters is the rate and nature of the 

changes and whether the habitats have the chances for adaptation in a way that the ecosystem 
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can remain as the kind of system it has been – in other words, able to maintain its identity. 

The close relationship between ecosystem resilience and functioning should be rather 320 

apparent now: resilience is necessary for the dynamic maintenance of the key ecosystem 

functionings in a world of unavoidable disruptions. Yet, this description could be made even 

without an appeal to the capabilities framework: it does not sufficiently justify the claim that 

resilience should have a role in the capabilities list. Thus, I will next discuss the reasons for 

considering resilience an ecosystem capability rather than a functioning or some other interesting 325 

feature of ecosystems. After that, I will show why resilience should be included in the list of 

central ecosystem capabilities. 

Human capabilities define what a person in question is able to do and to be42. Ecological 

capabilities, on the other hand, are elements in the chain where primary goods are transformed 

into capabilities and then into functionings that constitute the flourishing of the system43. 330 

Combining these definitions, ecosystem capabilities answer the question of what an ecosystem is 

able to do and to be in terms of transforming its primary goods into functionings that contribute 

to ecosystem flourishing. Resilience indeed defines to a significant extent what a given 

ecosystem is able to do and to be in the world of unavoidable disruptions. When various 

disruptions threaten the processes in which primary goods are transformed into functionings (that 335 

constitute the ecosystem flourishing), resilience allows for alternative ways in which the 

transformation can be rearranged so that the functionings peculiar to that particular system can 

be maintained. This is illustrated in the finding that several species with similar ecological 

functions often make ecosystems more resilient44. This can be now formulated in a language 

similar to Nussbaum's list of central human capabilities45. Having the capability of ecosystem 340 

resilience means being able to absorb disturbances so that the essential features and 
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functionings characteristic of that ecosystem persist and continue to support flourishing of the 

system. 

A distinction needs to be made between ecosystem resilience and integrity, two related 

but not synonymous notions. Integrity is the “power” that makes natural systems autonomous 345 

entities and that allows the realization of the potential of those systems46. Integrity is a state in 

which functioning remains: it is not a capacity or ability47. A more detailed discussion of 

integrity in the environmental capabilities approach is offered by Daniel Crescenzo who asserts 

that integrity is best understood as loose integrity. It is defined as follows: “An ecosystem has 

loose integrity so long as it retains its capacity to return, after disruption, to functioning as 350 

substantially the same kind of system it was before disruption”48. This is not to be confused with 

resilience which, in turn, is the capacity of an ecosystem to maintain loose integrity; the 

resilience of different ecosystems also informs how extensive human disruption is permissible in 

different circumstances49. The view that resilience contributes to ecological integrity has gained 

support from other theorists as well50. Crescenzo attaches great importance to ecosystem 355 

resilience in defining the permissibility of anthropogenic disturbances. This indicates that 

resilience is one of the conditions for ecological justice: if the subject of justice is below the 

threshold on the resilience capability, that constitutes a failure of justice51. 

Conceptually, then, resilience fits well with the group of candidates for ecosystem 

capabilities. But does it deserve the place in the list of central capabilities? In the central 360 

capabilities approach, the central capabilities are distinguished from other capabilities by their 

essentiality for any human life with dignity and wellbeing52. Another important point is that for 

Nussbaum the central capabilities approach is a political project and a question of social justice 

and just societies. Protecting and promoting central capabilities is the task of a society53: 
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consequently, capabilities should be something that can be promoted by political actions, 365 

independently of more or less lucky states of affair. 

These conditions for a capability to count as central, necessity and governability, are 

applicable in the case of non-human central capabilities as well. There are various factors that 

can increase the wellbeing of a given organism or system, yet remain unnecessary for it. 

Governability is a condition that is particularly important in the case of non-human capabilities. 370 

While it is possible to regulate for instance man-made greenhouse gas emissions, there are non-

anthropogenic factors that affect the atmosphere as well. Even if we agree with Holland54 that a 

stable climate system is a part of the environmental meta-capability necessary for other human 

capabilities, society's success or failure in protecting this part of the meta-capability can be 

judged only in terms of regulation of the anthropogenic emissions. It is possible that the stable 375 

climate system may collapse at some point even if society succeeded in its responsibility to 

protect it. Similarly, it is possible that a habitat or population may be seriously harmed or even 

perish due to a non-human disaster such as a volcanic eruption or an earthquake. 

The necessity of resilience for ecosystem wellbeing should be rather apparent by now, 

based on the evidence from resilience research presented earlier in this text, as well as in the 380 

conceptual framework. Resilience enables the systems to remain the kind of systems they 

essentially are, for example mires or primeval forests, in circumstances where different (internal 

and external) disruptions threaten this state. If human actions destroy the conditions that are 

necessary for a primeval forest to survive and the area is turned into a young coppice forest, it 

may flourish as a coppice but not anymore as the kind of ecosystem it was earlier. 385 

Ecosystem resilience also meets the condition of governability. Granted, there are 

ecological qualities that cannot be promoted by society, such as genetic diversity of a particular 
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species (the genetically modified diversification of wildlife, for instance, is disregarded here). 

Yet, the research literature on resilience suggests that ecological (or social-ecological) resilience 

can be decreased, maintained or increased – even if not fully managed – through policies and 390 

management strategies55. 

If resilience fits well with the conceptual framework of capabilities and meets the 

necessary conditions for having a central role among ecosystem capabilities, are there any 

further reasons to abstain from proposing it as a central ecosystem capability? There are two 

points of criticism that require addressing56. The first concerns the borders of an ecosystem. It 395 

can be argued that as we can always redraw the ecosystem borders, the idea of ecosystem 

capabilities is very problematic. While I agree that the limits of certain ecosystems are not 

ontologically unequivocal, this problem arises mostly out of the attempt to come up with a 

universal political definition of an ecosystem without interdisciplinary reference. Many 

environmental scientists talk meaningfully about the different states such as health, wellbeing, 400 

vulnerability, and integrity of ecosystems. The boundaries of an ecosystem are context-sensitive, 

yet environmental policy is overall context-sensitive. The moral status of ecological objects has 

been discussed by Christopher H. Eliot57 who points out that addressing the question involves 

two interlinked projects. The moral project examines whether and why we should treat certain 

ecological objects as morally considerable, and the ecological project identifies what kinds of 405 

ecological objects exist in a sense that is sufficient for making them objects for such 

considerations. From the viewpoint of the ecological project, Eliot suggests that ecological 

objects (including ecosystems) are sufficiently real for moral scrutiny. Therefore the criticism on 

the ambiguity of ecosystem boundaries does not, in my view, pose an issue here. 

Another problem concerns the responsibilities of ecological justice evoked by the idea of 410 
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ecosystem capabilities. The capabilities framework is an approach to justice, and therefore the 

idea of ecosystem capabilities appears to give rise to related responsibilities of justice. Cripps58 

is worried that securing ecosystem capabilities leads to detrimental efforts to “hold time still” 

and makes all human interactions with the non-human world morally unacceptable. As these 

questions are essentially connected to the ecosystem capabilities themselves and related 415 

responsibilities, they are best addressed with regard to actual capability candidates, here 

ecosystem resilience. While Cripps’s worry cannot be here comprehensively ruled out 

concerning other capability candidates that might emerge in future discussion, promoting and 

protecting ecosystem resilience would not yield the feared consequences. For one thing, the 

ecological type of resilience59 is not about holding things unchanged. Systems may change in 420 

time but still maintain their functioning, diversity, and essential identity60. Nevertheless, one 

might ask whether there is a risk that responsibilities of ecological justice make all human 

interference with the non-human world impermissible. However, this appears not to be the case. 

Resilience as an ecosystem capability might evoke two types of duties of ecological justice 

among humans: negative duties not to harm ecosystem resilience and positive duties to promote 425 

it. Negative duties are relatively unproblematic here. A great deal of human-non-human 

interaction has no significant effect on resilience (remember that utilising ecosystems is not 

impermissible in this sense as far as they can adapt to changes and maintain their essential 

functionings), and I find it unlikely that protecting the central human capabilities would 

necessitate undermining ecosystem resilience, for many human functionings can be secured in 430 

various ways. Positive duties might be more problematic. As the sixth wave of extinction 

illustrates, the amount of anthropogenic harm already done is significant: hence it can be argued 

that we also have a positive duty to support the resilience of ecosystems in the face of ongoing 
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and forthcoming global environmental change. Regarding this duty, the problem is not the 

incompatibility of resilience-building measures with human wellbeing but the risk that our 435 

responsibilities become too demanding. This question of our duties to ecosystems and their 

demandingness requires scrutiny that goes beyond this paper and requires the analysis of policy 

impacts as well. An important reminder is, however, that ecosystem resilience essentially 

contributes to the overall social-ecological resilience that is a precondition for the sustainable 

functioning of societies: securing ecosystem resilience is in many cases a prerequisite for human 440 

flourishing. To sum up, I find no reasons to argue that it would be impossible to promote central 

human capabilities and ecosystem resilience in parallel – although doing so would certainly 

require significant changes in our current practices. 

 

Discussion 445 

Although this paper is essentially theoretical, I wish to conclude with some more practical 

remarks. After all, the environmental capabilities project should be able to provide something for 

the practice as well, at least if it wishes to justify itself as an approach that bridges the theoretical 

ideas and practical movements like Schlosberg suggests. But how could one apply the idea of 

resilience as a central ecosystem capability in practice? 450 

 Ecosystem resilience is a feature that has already been operationalised to a certain extent, 

albeit slowly: it is measurable. Measurability makes resilience more applicable for 

environmental planning and policy making as well: it is something whose progress or decline 

can be tracked. This has several implications. First, using resilience as a policy benchmark helps 

make prioritisations when the needs of environmental protection exceed the allocated resources: 455 

if we cannot protect everything, the focus on resilience helps targeting those systems that are 
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most susceptible to losing their essential functionings due to disturbances and human-induced 

stress. Second, promoting resilience is a valuable approach when the consequences of human 

actions are uncertain. For instance, predicting the precise impact of climate change on non-

human nature is in many cases impossible. Increasing the resilience of (particularly vulnerable) 460 

ecosystems is often the most effective way to protect non-human nature in such circumstances. 

Third, resilience measurement can also advance more holistic policies: combined with the tools 

currently used in environmental impact assessment, resilience evaluation would enhance the 

assessment's ability to take into account indirect effects61. 

 The reasons listed above suggest resilience as a promising concept in environmental 465 

policy making, yet resilience evaluation can be used in policy making as such without any 

reference to capabilities. What surplus does the capabilities approach offer, then? The case might 

indeed be that in practical applications the idea of capabilities is not necessary, just like the 

Human Development Index has roots in the capabilities framework but remains nowadays rather 

detached from its theoretical origins. However, the applicability of resilience shows that 470 

theorising ecosystem capabilities has a potential to produce something practically useful, and 

this provides one more reason why the environmental capabilities approach deserves more 

attention. The most important reasons for this concern the general challenge of conflicting 

human and non-human interests, the demandingness objection, and the importance of bridging 

holistic theories with practice. 475 

Conflicts between human and non-human interests are unavoidable for any theory of 

ecological justice. When the non-human systemic entities including ecosystems, habitats and 

species are included in the community of justice, the amount of possible conflicts within the 

community of justice increases. A theory of ecological justice needs to address these conflicts 
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and make them overall less weighty, without ending up vastly complex or over-demanding. 480 

Erasing the conflicts cannot be demanded from a non-ideal theory of ecological justice: rather, 

the purpose of such theories is to offer tools in which these conflicts can be evaluated and 

solutions negotiated62. It is here that the environmental capabilities approach has potential to 

outperform many other approaches. 

 Now, there is a crucial difference between minimal and non-minimal accounts of justice, 485 

and the capabilities approach represents the former pole of this distinction63. As the conditions of 

(minimal) justice require equality in terms of exceeding the threshold related to central 

capabilities, rather than equality in more extensive terms, its demands are modest compared to 

those theories that extend the demand for equality further. The conflicts of interest that do not 

jeopardise the central capabilities of any party are not issues of justice: this also involves the 490 

‘functioning conflicts’ that are not essentially linked to diminished central capabilities. This 

significantly reduces the amount of conflicts relevant to justice and makes the approach less 

demanding than non-minimal counterparts. Admittedly, there are also other minimal accounts of 

ecological justice, most notably Baxter’s theory in which “ecological justice consists of the 

environmental resources needed for populations of species to survive and flourish after their 495 

kind”64. That account can, however, be criticised for being already too narrow in disregarding 

important elements of justice that cannot be captured by the distributional orientation.65 

Furthermore, by dismissing the question what an ecosystem is actually able to do and to be, there 

is a risk that due to differences in conversion factor the equal distribution of resources cannot 

guarantee threshold equality to all populations or habitats (due, for instance, to greater 500 

vulnerability to changes in climatic conditions, something that cannot be addressed by resource 

distribution alone). The environmental capabilities approach adopts a position that is more 
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relevant for the wellbeing of those non-human entities, but as it is a minimal account of justice, it 

can avoid a great deal of the problems related to conflict situations and demandingness. This is 

also illustrated in the notion of loose integrity that leaves enough space for basic human 505 

activities such as energy production and agriculture66 that are often considered to conflict with 

ecological justice. 

The capability framework also advances introducing more holistic approaches in 

environmental policy making, an idea that has been endorsed by many environmental 

philosophers and political theorists.67 Consider a case of a flourishing but vulnerable and atypical 510 

forest in the middle of two cities. Policy makers want to make a road directly through the forest, 

claiming that 98 per cent of the forest would still remain intact. From a non-holistic (and perhaps 

even distribution-oriented) perspective, the amount of disturbance remains very low while 

constructing the short cut might entail great economic benefits for human society. From the 

capabilities viewpoint, there is much more than percentages at stake: the road would disconnect 515 

the vulnerable forest areas, preventing the populations from moving between the areas. By 

making both habitats less resilient, the road would significantly impede the central capabilities of 

the ecosystem and various populations inhabiting it. This more holistic reasoning implies that the 

damage done by the road would actually be far greater than two per cent and diminish the 

resilience of the affected ecosystems: such a policy would fail to meet the duty to protect the 520 

ecosystem resilience in given areas. On the other hand, if the forest system in question is of a 

common and robust type, or sufficient green corridors would be secured, harming the central 

capabilities of that system would perhaps not be an issue. Moreover, the effect of the road project 

on human central capabilities should be evaluated: if building the road harms central ecological 

capabilities and not building it does not harm the central human ones (of the people living in 525 



24 

 

both cities), there is an argument for not building the road. Less holistic views focusing on the 

population sizes or total forest area are poorly equipped to take these contextual factors into 

account. The capabilities framework provides tools for applying the holistic perspective both at 

the theoretical and practical levels. This promise for practical applicability of a theory, in 

combination with the other advantages discussed earlier, makes the environmental capabilities 530 

approach deserving of more attention among theorists of ecological justice. 

Further development of this approach will be needed in order to address the challenges 

that still remain, in particular with regard to interest conflicts as well as the need for defining 

other central capabilities of nonhuman individuals and systems. Applying the environmental 

capabilities approach in practice will also require interdisciplinary cooperation, connecting the 535 

best knowledge from philosophy and environmental social sciences with ecological and 

biological sciences. Yet I believe that precisely this kind of cooperation will be needed in the 

future if humans wish to make a transition towards more sustainable ways to inhabit the Earth, 

ways that embrace the whole community of justice. 
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