
In my opinion, the most important concept in ethics is dignity.  Dignity is an existential characteristic of every human person (Kateb, 2011) .  The 
dignity of each individual human person is equal to the dignity of every other human person.  The idea of universal human rights arises directly from 
our acceptance of the equal dignity of every person.  Equality of human dignity also leads to the realization, in a world that seems to tend toward 
tribalism, that there is no “us” and “them,” but only “us.”

Acceptance of the equal dignity of all humans is a necessary first step in addressing many of society’s most vexing issues.  The preamble to the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) states that “the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the human
family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world,” acknowledges that “disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted in 
barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of mankind,” and asserts the goal of “a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of 
speech and belief and freedom from fear and want.”

Humanity faces a host of problems and challenges.  The human population of Earth has tripled in the last ~75 years, and the rate of increase has 
steadily increased.  Rising sea level will reduce the land area above sea level, completely inundating some populated islands as well as heavily 
populated coastal cities.  A warming climate might lead to increased desertification, further constricting the surface area available for cultivation and 
habitation.  Significant population migrations seem inevitable.  Supplies of clean (unpolluted) potable water in some areas will become (indeed, have 
become) restricted or unavailable.  The acquisition and economical availability of some important mineral and energy resources will be an increasing 
challenge, as will the just and equitable allocation/distribution of those resources.  

The reason geoscientists should be concerned about the health of Earth’s environment is the danger that an unhealthy environment poses for all of us, worldwide, rich and poor.  But the risks will
be borne disproportionately by people who are least able to afford to mitigate or avoid those risks.  Global problems require cooperative solutions implemented worldwide.  

Why should I care about a Micronesian child whose island is slowly disappearing under a steadily rising ocean, or a grandmother along Louisiana’s “Chemical Corridor” whose water is polluted by 
industrial chemicals, or a Somalian mother who cannot afford fuel to safely cook a meal for her family?  We care because of the innate and equal human dignity of every person.  Every person
is worthy of our care, concern, and help.  Given that our advanced education was largely paid for by society, geoscientists hold their specialized knowledge in trust for all of humanity.  
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To some, geoethics involves the duty to work in accordance with 
ethics codes published by geoscience societies and boards of        
professional licensure. Some contend that fulfilling these             
"statutory" duties is sufficient to be an ethical geoscientist, while 
others understand that codes form a minimum set of expectations. 
Geoethics includes both scientific practice (e.g., proper application 
of scientific methodology, scientific integrity and the responsible 
conduct of research) and social responsibilities (e.g., truth-telling, 
beneficence, and stewardship of Earth's resources and environ-
ment). Gaining a functional understanding of geoethics involves 
personal commitment and a lifelong process of learning. This can 
be facilitated by the writing, publication, and study of geoethical 
texts and by public discussions that serve to express the sense of a 
geoscience community responding to important challenges in      
science and society.

Because geoscience is a social as well as a scientific enterprise, 
fundamental ethical concepts from the broader society are also  
fundamental to geoethics. I assert that the foundation of our ethical 
systems is acceptance that all human persons are of equal dignity 
by virtue of their existence -- their humanity. That idea is expressed 
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which      
identifies the inherent dignity and equal human rights of all persons 
as "the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world." The 
need to understand global climate change, environmental           
degradation, access the potable water, sustainable energy resources, 
and other significant social-scientific challenges arises not just 
from our concern for our individual selves and our descendants, 
but also out of our concern for all other persons -- equal in dignity 
to ourselves -- who share our right to a healthy and sustainable 
future.

The geoscience community must develop a common geoethical  
vocabulary and sense of shared meaning beginning with such   
concepts as dignity, respect, moral agency, truth, integrity,        
character, human rights, and the just exercise of power and          
authority. Given a more fully realized understanding of geoethics 
extending well beyond statutory responsibilities, the final challenge 
(and constant struggle) is to secure the freedom to practice        
geoscience in a fully ethical manner.
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The promotion of geoethics is not a matter of one person or group dictating to another person or group how they should live or conduct their work.
It is a matter of geoscience communities articulating their shared ethical values, standards and norms in a broad ongoing conversation among all members of those communities.
More importantly, it is a matter of each of us as individual geoscientists merging our personal insights with the vast deposit of human experience related to ethical living, and 
choosing to align ourselves and our work with the most constructive ethical behaviors.  Being an ethical geoscientist requires personal commitment, work and honest reflection.

At a fundamental level, any conversation about geoethics seems to require some level of shared understanding about certain words and concepts.  Here, we simply collect some
important words and concepts, and invite you to add your contributions to the poster.
   

Primacy principles are the most important ethical constraints for our work, just as
primacy clauses in professional codes of ethics remind us of the most important
considerations for a given profession.  For example, the Hippocratic Oath is an ancient
expression of primacy principles under which a medical healer must work.
     Some primacy principles for geoscientists include the following:
•  Geoscientists (and all other scientists) are obligated to express scientific methods, data,
     results, and interpretations truthfully in a manner that also conveys the corresponding 
     level of uncertainty.  We seek to approach truth through reproducible observations and
     testable hypotheses, and know that our observations always exist within some range 
   of uncertainty.
•  Geoscientists have an ethical duty to the public.  In our professional work, the health,
     safety, and wellbeing of the public are paramount.
•  Geoscientists have a responsibility to act in ways that promote, protect, and sustain the 
     health of the Earth environment.  Because of their knowledge of Earth and its history, 
     systems, processes, resources, and vulnerabilities, geoscientists have stewardship
     obligations toward Earth.  Geoscientists are liaisons between society and the Earth 
     environment upon which we all depend. 

The wrong idea has taken root in the world.  
And the idea is this:  
There just might be some lives out there 
that matter less than other lives.
--Greg Boyle, S.J. (2004)

A man without ethics is a wild beast
loosed upon this world.
--Albert Camus (1942) 

An Essential Vocabulary of Words and Concepts*
(incomplete draft;  your input is welcome)

Prisoners quarrying and carrying blocks of the Wolfsegg Granite in
the Wiener-Graben Quarry, Mauthausen, Austria.  Mauthausen was 
a grade III concentration camp operated by the SS from 1938 until 
1945 where the intent was, literally, to work the inmates to death. It is
estimated that between ~123,000 and 320,000 persons were murdered
in the Mauthausen-Gusen camp system. 
     In contrast to the beliefs of the ruling National Socialists of that  
time, we assert that all human persons have equal dignity.  There are
no übermenschen and no untermenschen, no “us” and “them” –– 
just “us.”
Photos from the archives of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum

There is but one just use of power, 
and it is to serve people.
--George H.W. Bush (1989) 

“It was just a business decision” is not 
an ethical justification because it omits 
consideration of the basic needs and 
legitimate expectations of others. 
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People will generally try to lead ethical lives unless doing so has a negative affect their pocketbooks.
People will generally try to be environmentally responsible up to the point where it begins to 
     diminish their wealth.
People will work in an environmentally sustainable manner unless it affects their paycheck.
People will vote to protect the environment unless voting the other way will enhance their wealth.
People will support protecting the environment unless it harms their job prospects.

Gumby’s observations and assertions (an incomplete list)
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“Transactional ethics” is not an ethical system.


