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 Introduction: environmental rights vs developmentalism  
The article’s overarching aim is to situate Armenia within contemporary social science 

debates—particularly in political science, environmental ethics, and legal studies. The Amulsar case 
provided a valuable opportunity for this purpose, serving as a clear example of environmental 
struggles and their political implications in Armenia today. To address it, I sought a theoretical 
framework that could link the Armenian experience to international debates. Drawing on the 
Administrative Court of Armenia’s decision and my own philosophical and legal background, I 
found it both justified and productive to frame environmental struggles as a dichotomy between 
environmental rights and the developmentalist paradigm. This, I argue, marks a critical crossroads 
in contemporary environmental struggles worldwide and can serve as a broader scholarly 
framework for analyzing environmental conflicts across contexts. Although environmental issues 
are often simple in essence, academic discourse frequently renders them overly complex. They are 
examined through multiple disciplines—environmental ethics, responsibility, law, political 
ecology, environmental philosophy, sustainability studies, ecological economics, and others— 
which can create artificial barriers to clarity. In this article, I seek to cut through such fragmentation 
by offering a simplified yet rigorous lens for their interpretation.  

  
 Environmental justice  

The central argument of the article is that environmental rights—embedded in law—are 
essential mechanisms for overcoming developmentalism in the form of extractivist economy and 
for realizing environmental justice. Environmental justice emerges as a framework for ensuring not 
only fair access to environmental goods and protection from harms, but also recognition of the 
intrinsic value of nonhuman life.  

  
 Methodology  

The study takes an interdisciplinary path, unfolding in three layers:  
Theoretical critique: a review of developmentalism’s philosophical roots in rationalism, 
utilitarianism, and capitalist extractivism.  
Legal framework: an exploration of how ethical responsibility toward the environment can be 
transformed into enforceable rights, obligations, and duties.  
Case study: Armenia’s Amulsar mine serves as an example of how tensions between environmental 
rights and developmentalism/extractivism play out within a post-Soviet legal system.  
  

The article traces modern developmentalism back to three foundations:  
• Rationalism (e.g., Descartes’ subject–object dualism), which objectified nature;  
• Utilitarianism, which measured everything by instrumental value; •  Capitalism, 

which reduced nature to a passive resource for extraction.  
Together, these shaped development into a global paradigm legitimizing growth, accumulation, 
domination of nature, and an extractivist economy. Even progressive projects have often reproduced 
this logic.  
In contrast, critics of extractivism highlight ecological destruction, displacement, and inequality. 
Social movements in Latin America, alongside feminist, indigenous, and ecological thought, 



propose alternatives such as Buen Vivir, ecofeminism, and post-developmentalism. Buen Vivir, in 
particular, insists on harmony with nature and has even inspired constitutional recognition of 
Mother Earth’s rights in Ecuador.  
  

Philosophers like Hans Jonas argue for a forward-looking “ethics of responsibility” in an age 
when human actions can decisively shape the future. However, morality alone, the article stresses, 
cannot hold polluters accountable. Without legal rights, claims of responsibility remain 
unenforceable. The article proposes a layered view: responsibility explains why we must act, rights 
determine who must act and how, and justice evaluates whether the results are fair. Environmental 
rights therefore convert diffuse moral obligations into concrete legal claims, creating the 
architecture of environmental justice.  

  

The role of the state in realizing environmental rights is contested. The article maps how 
different political regimes—democratic, authoritarian, hybrid, and transitional—interpret and 
enforce environmental rights in divergent ways, with democracy offering the greatest potential for 
substantive justice.  

  

The Amulsar gold mine became a flashpoint where developmentalist policies clashed with 
environmental responsibility. Local residents and activists protested risks to water, ecosystems, and 
health. They challenged the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), arguing it was both 
procedurally and substantively flawed.  
In 2025, Armenia’s Administrative Court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs:  

• It affirmed citizens’ right to judicial protection of environmental rights, drawing on both domestic 
law and the Aarhus Convention.  

• It invalidated the EIA due to lack of qualified expertise and inadequate risk assessment.  
This landmark decision set several precedents: it reaffirmed Armenia’s obligations under 
international law, recognized environmental rights as justiciable, and showed that courts can 
evaluate environmental expertise beyond procedural formalities.  
  

The Amulsar decision demonstrates that environmental rights can serve as tools of resistance to 
extractivism and developmentalism. By broadening the right to a healthy environment to include 
protection from life-incompatible conditions, the court embraced a substantive vision of justice. The 
case also highlights:  

• The power of grassroots mobilization and civic activism, which kept the issue visible.  
• The influence of international frameworks like Aarhus, which gave legal weight to citizens’ claims.  
• The importance of judicial independence in transitional democracies.  

Yet the ruling also reveals limits. Armenia’s economy remains deeply tied to mining, and political 
pressure continues to shape governance. Legal victories, therefore, are fragile and must be 
understood as openings rather than final solutions.  
  

The ecological crisis requires not just policy tools but a rethinking of the ethical and legal 
foundations of society. Extractivism, rooted in developmentalism and growth, has produced deep 
ecological injustice. Environmental justice, by contrast, insists on sustainability, equity, and 
interdependence.  
Environmental rights provide the legal architecture for turning moral responsibility into enforceable 
obligations. The Amulsar case shows that—even in fragile democracies—these rights can reshape 
accountability, democratize environmental governance, and affirm the dignity of both human and 



nonhuman life. Still, such victories remain exceptional. Their significance lies in proving that 
change is possible where activism, law, and international commitments converge.  
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