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Introduction  

1. Environmental ethics: definitions and categories 

Environmental ethics is the part of environmental philosophy which considers 
extending the traditional boundaries of ethics from solely including humans to including 
the non-human world i. It can be defined also as the discipline in philosophy that studies 
the moral relationship of human beings to, and also the value and moral status of, the 
environment and its non-human contents ii. 

The need for an “environmental” ethics arise from the consideration that several 
environmental problems are currently seriously undermining the traditional belief that 
the moral community should be restricted to human beings only. Environmental ethics 
has taken up the challenge and opened an extremely urgent and inspiring call for 
philosophical research. This is the call for extending the moral community to non-human 
and non-paradigmatic entities, regarding them as “moral patients” iii. 

The question is: what, if any, moral obligation does man have to the preservation and 
care of the non-human world? We refer to Environmental Ethics (plural) and not merely 
to Environmental Ethic (singular) because there are several different approaches to the 
issue: anthropocentrism, animal liberation/rights theory, biocentrism and ecocentrism, 
among others, all provide ethical justifications for environmental protection iv. 

 In the present contribution we do not intend to support one or another specific 
approach. Nevertheless, one of the scopes of Beagle Project is to offer innovative 
practices to teach and to learn about environmental ethics. Bearing in mind such an intent, 
we would like to propose some tools based upon “mindfulness” exercises and activities. 

2. What is mindfulness? Why use it for questioning environmental ethics issues? Which 

role can it play in early education? 

Mindfulness is the psychological process of bringing one’s attention to the present 
moment. Being mindful means being aware, taking note of what is going on within 
ourselves and outside in the world, without shying away from information or feelings that 

we do not like or do not wish to be true v. It can be defined as paying attention in a 
particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgementally vi. 

Mindfulness can be developed through meditation and other contemplative 
practices. 

Even if mindfulness is derived from Buddhist traditions, it is not a religious or 
spiritual practice: it must be recalled that the modern, Western technique has been 
developed during the late 70s of the last century by Jon Kabat-Zinn, who affirms that 
“mindfulness can be considered a universal human capacity proposed to foster clear 
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thinking and open-heartedness. As such, this form of meditation requires no particular 

religious or cultural belief system” and that the “practice of mindfulness may be beneficial 
to people who might be unwilling to adopt Buddhist traditions or vocabulary” vii. Indeed 
Western researchers, clinicians, teachers, educators and trainers who have introduced 
mindfulness practice into their programs teach these skills independently of the religious 
and cultural traditions of their origins. 

Research indicates that mindfulness contributes to subjective well-being, giving 
rise to stronger empathy and compassion towards ourselves, others and our 
environment, and facilitating clarification of goals and values. For such reasons, 
programs based on Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) model or similar models 
have been widely adopted in schools, prisons, hospitals, veterans centres and other 
environments. 

 “Environmental mindfulness” refers to the practice of mindfulness applied to the 
natural environment, in the sense that the practice of mindfulness can help cultivate a 
non-dualistic consciousness, can lead to compassionate attitudes and conduct towards 
the other-than-human and can contribute to support a transition toward sustainability. 

Many authors viii have underlined that the current ecological crisis arises from our 
dualistic consciousness which separates mind from body and self from world. This 
dualistic consciousness prevents us from experiencing the value in nature, and therefore 
leads to instrumentalist treatment of nature ix. 

Mindfulness, and environmental mindfulness in this case, can help our civilization 
to shift from the dualistic consciousness of subject-object dichotomy that leads to 
instrumentalism, to the non-dualistic consciousness that experiences intersubjectivity or 

“interbeing” x. Intersubjectivity or “interbeing” means a sense of knowing the other as a 
“fellow being” whose identity and welfare are bound up in some ways with one’s own. 
From this integration flows love of life and deep appreciation of the other beings’ 
existence xi. As a result, environmental mindfulness can xii: 
- change how we think about the social and environmental crises that affect our world; 
- help us to take the actions needed to build a more sustainable society (for instance by 

modifying how people process information about risks, changing their environmental 
behaviour, and by increasing their motivation to reduce suffering and support 
governments’ environmental actions); 

- help cultivate compassion and our intrinsic moral values which, in turn, can be reflected 
in actions for the common good; 

- help us consider the consequences of unquestioned structures and power relations, at 
all scales; 

- practicing mindfulness with students and children open air, out of classrooms, help 
them to connect, appreciate and develop a relationship with the natural world. The 
practice of mindfulness allows students to pause, experience the present moment and 
give gratitude for all the elements of the natural world that support our daily lives xiii; 

- help the development of the so called “naturalistic intelligence” of children xiv. 
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As far as the results achieved by environmental mindfulness, on the one side it 

must be noted that there are few researches exploring the role of mindfulness in 
sustainability xv and formulating the hypothesis that mindfulness and a more mindful way 
of living might encourage pro-environmental behaviours. Also, long terms-effects of 
environmental mindfulness are lacking of experimental evidence, and both quantitative 
and qualitative research effort are called for xvi. 

On the other side, though, it must be noted that do exist a quantity of practical 
examples of applied mindfulness techniques used to rise people (and children/students) 
awareness about environmental issues and sustainability, especially in Anglo-Saxon 
countries. Indeed many mindfulness teachers, educators, trainers and practitioners 
believe that mindfulness practice in schools, workplaces and elsewhere is a policy that 
contributes to reason about the environment and can contribute to understanding and 

facilitating sustainability xvii xviii.  

The relevance of this educational objective to the issues and concerns surrounding 
environmentalism is clear, and the practice of (environmental) mindfulness should be 
integrated into education. Indeed, as it has already been noted above, during the last 
decade several attempts have been made to create and to put into practice environmental 
mindfulness lessons and programs for children (especially in Anglo-Saxon countries), in 
order to help them to mindfully discover and develop a closer connection to the 
environment xix. 

A very recent research xx conducted on 44 environmental mindfulness lessons has 
confirmed that such lessons are very useful as far as raising students’ awareness of the 
interconnected and interdependent nature of human existence and the natural 

environment. On the other hand, the same research has shown that in the lessons 
reviewed there was little content related to learning the skills to act in a positive way 
towards the environment. Thus the authors point out the necessity to develop 
environmental mindfulness lessons that are connected to other curriculum areas and 
provide students with the knowledge to act positively towards the environment. 
 

Workshops 

 The present contribution moves from the aforementioned researches and 
practical experiences to develop some new ideas and contents for teachers and students, 
with the aim either to raise students’ awareness of the interconnected and 

interdependent nature of human existence and the natural environment, and to provide 
them the skills to act in a positive way towards the environment. 
 Our efforts result in the proposal of some workshops based on environmental 
mindfulness practice, described below. 

 

 

https://beagleproject.eu/educational-resources/
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