“Virtue” Ethics

VIRTUE explained. Socrates, Plato, Aristotle etc. Aristotle, for example, defined five
character types, from the great-souled man to the moral monster. They focused mainly on
virtues (character traits) as the subjects of ethics, esp. the cardinal virtues of courage,
temperance, justice, wisdom, etc.. ***

In the thirteenth century Aquinas added faith, hope, and charity to these” in order to
synthesize Judeo-Christian and Greco-Roman. The most important for ethics is
“CHARITY.” What did Aquinas mean by “charity”? The second of Jesus’s two
commandments is "Love thy neighbor as thyself." Love here is closest to the Greek sense
of agape. It is the opposite of fear as in “Perfect LOVE casteth out fear.” Related virtues
are COMPASSION, SYMPATHY, and EMPATHY and an obvious related skill is THE
SYMPATHETIC IMAGINATION.

Jainism: Of the five vows, "AHIMSA" is the foundational vow: non-harming of sentient
beings, i.e. uncompromising reverence for all life, surpassing in this respect the Ahimsa
vows of the Hindus and Buddhists. Ahimsa is based on extending knowledge/experience
of one’s own pain to others’ experience of pain.

Hinduism: In the Upanishads, the three virtues are "self-restraint," giving or SELF-
SACRIFICE, and COMPASSION (Basically, setting aside the ego and its own narrow
self-interests). In the Gita AHIMSA is strongly recommended (16.2, 17.14) as well as
concern for the ‘welfare of all’ and ‘desiring the good of every living creature’ (3.20,
5.25). For Krishna an ethical person is one who is “without hatred of any creature,
friendly and compassionate without possessiveness and self-pride” (12:13) .

Buddhism: Benevolence is central, especially as expressed in the four sublime virtues of
"LOVINGKINDNESS, COMPASSION, sympathetic joy, and equanamity." There are
also virtues related to conscientiousness and self-restraint. In Mahayana Buddhism the
highest ideal is the Bodhisatva who has infinite commitment to others and is an
expression of the widest limits of altruism.

Do you want any of these traits to define your ethics?
LOVE (AGAPE), LOVINGKINDNESS, COMPASSION, SYMPATHY, EMPATHY,
THE SYMPATHETIC IMAGINATION, AHIMSA, or SELF-SACRIFICE.




“Virtue” Ethics p. 2

Studying your role model may help you advance your awareness
and practice of this virtue in everyday life, especially in the kind of
leadership, social situations that the framers of the ethics
requirement had in mind. By trying to increase your capacity for a
specific virtue, presumably you will be raising consciousness of
the many ethical issues that arise daily, as well as your options for
responding. You will be trying to create a new self, maybe daily,
maybe even minute by minute.

THE EXAMPLE OF COMPASSION. Recognizing that “There is a long
line of thought that finds the source of ethics in the attitudes of benevolence
and sympathy for others that most people have,” an obvious example would
be “COMPASSION,” a key virtue in four of the five ethical traditions cited
above.

EXAMPLE 1. In a Christian context, perhaps your motto would be “Perfect
love casteth out fear.” Your daily practice then would be to become aware
that you have a choice between love and fear almost every minute, and then
trying to shift from fear to love in that moment, especially in leadership,
social situations. Most of your essay would be writing about those
experiences and what you learned from them about practical ethics,
especially in leadership, social situations.

EXAMPLE 2. What would it be like to try to increase your capacity for
compassion in your daily life? An obvious example of how pursuit of this
virtue could occupy you daily is compassion for animals. As you go about
your day, you will be making many decisions involving treatment of pets,
use of animals for food, clothing, entertainment, etc. Describe this
experience, especially in leadership, social situations.
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Environmental Virtue Ethics, edited by Ronald Sandler and Philip
Cafaro. New York and Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005, pp.
240. ISBN 0-7425-3389-1 (hardback) , $75.00; ISBN 0-7425-3390-
5 (paperback) $28.95.

For most of its life, environmental ethics has been the province of
consequentialism and deontology. But a growing number of environmen-
tal ethicists have found these act-centered theories too thin and limited to
attend to the complexity of ecological problems. Some see virtue ethics as
promising a richer and more muscular approach to environmental ethics.
The new anthology Environmental Virtue Ethics delivers on this promise.

The book, edited by Ronald Sandler and Philip Cafaro, features four-
teen selections—ten original contributions and four reprints of classic
papers. The basic theme of environmental virtue ethics as a theory and
Environmental Virtue Ethics as a volume is not that the environment is a
bearer of rights or source of intrinsic value, but that an appreciation of
nature is an ingredient in a happy and flourishing life. Virtue ethics con-
siders character to be a central ethical concern and a critical part of living
well. Rather than ask, as deontologists and utilitarians might, “What
should I do?,” virtue ethicists ask, “What should I be?”

According to the first section of the book, environmental ethicists
have implicitly been asking themselves this question for years. The first
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two articles form a virtual genealogy of environmental virtue ethics, as
Louke van Wensveen and Philip Cafaro examine virtue ethics’ hidden role
in the development of modern environmental ethics. Cafaro presents an
account of historical exemplars of environmental virtue. Wensveen argues
that the seeming poverty of “ecological virtue language” is partly due to
environmental ethics’ evolution within a specific cultural niche. Environ-
mental ethics traditionally grappled with questions of practical political
and legal import. As a result, the discipline adapted to the problems of
rights and costs and benefits rather than character and human flourish-
ing. Wensveen quips, “I imagine that appealing to a chemical company’s
love of nature in a court of law would be as effective as appealing to an
ex-spouse’s love of his or her children in a child custody case” (17).
Nonetheless, Wensveen chronicles how virtue language has crept, largely
unnoticed, into the environmental ethical dialogue.

The second part focuses on the theoretical dimensions of environ-
mental virtue ethics. The authors explore the ways in which virtue ethics
can offer a fresh perspective on perennial environmental ethical ques-
tions. Thomas Hill’s seminal “Ideals of Human Excellence and Preserving
Natural Environments” is a welcome inclusion. Hill inspires the move-
ment to environmental virtue theorizing when he advises us to ask not
simply, “What interests or rights are at stake when one destroys the nat-
ural environment?” but also, “What sort of person would do such a
thing?” Indeed, we might view this entire volume as an extended attempt
to answer to Hill’s question.

The next part of the book investigates the problems of defining envi-
ronmental virtue and distinguishing it from anthropocentric virtue. The
fourth and final section applies environmental virtue theory to specific
ecological problems. The two articles, written by Peter Wenz and Ronald
Sandler, use the virtue ethical framework to interrogate the morality of
consumerism and genetically modified crops, respectively. This final sec-
tion helps to allay an enduring criticism of virtue ethics as a whole: that
it cannot be applied to real world problems. Sandler’s piece in particular
profitably uses the tools of virtue ethics to critically reflect upon both the
moral problems raised by genetically modified crops and their proposed
resolutions.

The role of enlightened self-interest in environmental ethics is a recur-
rent theme. Against a public dialogue that pits human interests and
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ecological interests in conflict, this book is refreshing reminder that
human flourishing and ecological flourishing are not enemies. Human
interests, properly understood, are in harmony with the interests of the
environment. 'We ought to view our relationship with nature as positive-
sum. ‘
This positive-sum outlook permeates Philip Cafaro’s piece, “Glut-
tony, Arrogance, Greed, and Apathy: An Exploration of Environmental
Vice.” Cafaroforcefully argues that the vices that hinder human flourish-
ing also hinder ecological flourishing. Gluttony warps an agent’s
character such that she values feeding her belly more than her mind. This
is bad for het—a person with such corrupted priorities will not experi-
ence deep happiness. But gluttony is also bad for the environment—an
increased demand for food causes an increased demand for agriculture,
which in turn causes habitat degradation and possibly extinction for cer-
tain species.

The glutton’s failing is her ignorance of what truly matters. Vice
twists our judgment of value, which is evident in popular attitides
toward the environment. Vice, as Cafaro notes, leads us to “crude views
of the good life” (146). He who never looks up from his television or his
off-road vehicle to witness the splendor of nature surrenders a priceless
value for the sake of a cheap one. Nature offers us endless possibilities for
wonder, understanding, and self-realization. The life of the person too
arrogant or apathetic to appreciate such values is impoverished. As
Cafaro puts it, we harm nature “because we do not understand our obli-
gations to others or our own self-interest. We falsely assume that we can
separate harms to nature and harms to humanity, harms to others and
harms to ourselves. We do not see that environmental vices do not just
harm nature; they harm us and the people around us” (153). We should
examine, and ultimately transform, our attitudes toward nature. Both
humanity and nature will be better off as a result. But how are we to do
this?

Cafaro’s other article, “Thoreau, Leopold, and Carson: Toward an
Environmental Virtue Ethics,” suggests that role models can guide our
moral maturation. Virtue ethicists have long emphasized the importance
of exemplars in moral education. It is not enough to counsel aspiring
moral agents to treat the environment as the virtuous person would: We
need to know how the virtuous person actually treats the environment.
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To this end, we can look to the lives of actual people who epitomize envi-
ronmental virtue.

Through his analysis of Henry David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, and
Rachel Carson, Cafaro crafts a compelling piece of moral biography. He
describes, for instance, Thoreau’s impassioned relationship with Walden
Pond. We see how Thoreau achieved peace and happiness and meaning
through a life of simplicity; we also see how Thoreau’s devotion to the
environment was borne not from a begrudging concern for duties or a
calculation of costs and benefits, but from a sense of joy in living in
nature. By describing Thoreau’s own character, Cafaro crystallizes the
Thoreauvian virtues of curiosity, imagination, and dedication and, in
doing so, stokes the reader’s aspiration to achieve something similar in his
own life. Cafaro’s papers will be of interest to virtue ethicists generally,
not only environmental ethicists. Environmental Virtue Ethics’ ability to
capture the symbiotic relationship between virtue ethics and environmen-
tal ethics is one of its cardinal values.

No article embodies such reciprocity better than “Virtue Ethics and
Repugnant Conclusions” by Matt Zwolinski and David Schmidtz [their
names are reversed in print due to a typesetting error to be corrected in
future editions]. Zwolinski and Schmidtz argue that both utilitarianism
and deontology are incomplete ways of moral theorizing. Adapting an
argument from Derek Parfit, they present a challenge to all act-centered
moral theories. As Zwolinski and Schmidtz note, a “total utilitarian” is
committed to the principle that an act is right if and only if it maximizes
the world’s aggregate happiness. Yet this view commits the utilitarian to
the “repugnant conclusion” that for any population in which all people
have a very high quality of life, there is some much larger population
whose existence is judged better even though its members have a far
lower quality of life. They argue further that the “repugnant conclusion”
also presents a problem for average utilitarians—theorists who claim that
an act is right if and only if it maximizes average utility.

Zwolinski and Schmidtz, however, go one step further and declare the
“repugnant conclusion” to be a problem for all act-centered theories,
including deontology. Assuming that consequences play some role in eval-
uating states of affairs and that no rights are violated in the population
increase, the deontologist is unable to offer any countervailing moral con-
siderations against the superiority of a massive population with a low
quality of life to a smaller population with a much higher quality of life.
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The repugnant conclusions problem has obvious relevance for an
environmental issue like overpopulation. Zwolinski and Schmidtz con-
tend that utilitarianism and deontology are incomplete, not because they
formulate bad answers, but because they ask the wrong question. Inspired
by Thomas Hill (although Hill does not go so far as to claim that deon-
tology is askimg the wrong question), Zwolinski and Schmidtz assert that
we ought to ask ourselves, “What sort of person would prefer a huge but
fairly miserable population to a smaller but happier one?” They conclude
that the sort of person who prefers a massive and miserable population
“does not possess the humility that would lead a more virtuous person to
see value in human society playing an appropriately limited role in'the
biotic community, for nonanthropocentric as well as anthropocentric rea-
sons” (112). To combat the repugnant conclusions problem, we need to
add agent-centered considerations to our moral toolkit. In a world in
which ecological considerations are becoming increasingly morally
salient, both utilitarianism and deontology are unsatisfactory. “Virtue
Ethics and Repugnant Conclusions” presents a challenge both for envi-
ronmental ethics and for ethical theory as a whole.

While Environmental Virtue Ethics demonstrates the possibilities for
a mutually beneficial exchange between virtue ethics and environmental
ethics, the fecundity of the exchange varies across the selections. For in-
stance, Holmes Rolston III dissents from virtue ethics, arguing that virtue
and human flourishing are important considerations in environmental
ethics, but are only “half the truth.” If we value nature only as fodder for
virtuous activity, we miss the point of valuing nature. We ought to value
nature for its own sake, not simply as a means to human flourishing.

Rolston’s argument is an environmentally informed version of an
argument familiar to virtue ethicists. On the one hand, virtue ethicists
claim that the ultimate aim of living virtuously is to flourish. On the other
hand, if we help another simply to perfect our own characters, something
is wrong. The very motive is itself a character flaw.

Readers ‘of this volume might reformulate Hill’s question and ask,
“What sort of person values the environment as a mere means to perfect-
ing his virtue?” The answer seems to be, not a virtuous person. Narcissism
is not virtuous. A benevolent agent values other people’s welfare for their
own sake, not for the sake of perfecting his or her own virtue. Similarly,
the environmentally virtuous agent values nature for its own sake, not for
the sake of perfecting his or her own virtue.
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In his article, “Synergistic Environmental Virtues: Consumerism and
Human Flourishing,” Peter Wenz investigates the virtue theoretical impli-
cations of consumerism. Virtue ethics seems uniquely well-suited to frame
questions of consumption. However, his piece would likely be of more
interest to readers of this book if his critique of a market economy came
from a more virtue-based perspective. Wenz does indeed discuss vice and
its manifestation in consumer culture. But while he offers an interesting
analysis of consumerism’s relationship to traditional virtues and vices,
one wishes he devoted more space to this virtue theoretical critique and
less to his generalized critique of a market economy.

Overall, as both an addition to the literature of virtue ethics and a
signpost for a new direction in environmental ethics, this volume is a
value. There is no guarantee that virtue ethics will transform environmen-
tal ethics as it has ethical theory as a whole. However, Environmental
Virtue Ethics is a promising step toward a viable environmental virtue

ethic.
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Introduction: Environmental

Virtue Ethics

Ronald Sandler

It is a wholesome and necessary thing for us to turn again to the
earth and in the contemplation of her beauties to know of won-

der and humility.
~—Rachel Carson

When we see land as a community to which we belong, we may
begin to use it with love and respect.

—Aldo Leopold

All the wild world is beautiful, and it matters but little where we
go . . . everywhere and always we are in God’s eternal beauty and
love.

—John Muir

Those things of real worth in life are worth going to any length in
‘love and respect to safeguard.

—Julia Butterfly Hill

There is at least one certainty regarding the human relationship with nature: there is
no getting away from it. One simply cannot opt out of a relationship with the natural
world. On some accounts this is because humans are themselves a part of nature. On
others it is because we must breathe, cat, drink, and decompose, each of which involves
an exchange with the natural world. But whereas a relationship with nature is given,
the nature of that relationship is not. Both human history and the contemporary world
are replete with diverse and contradictory ways of conceiving of and interacting with
the natural environment. Environmental ethics as a field of inquiry is the attempt to
understand the human relationship with the environment (including natural ecosys-
tems, agricultural ecosystems, urban ecosystems, and the individuals that populate and
constitute those systems) and determine the norms that should govern our interactions
with it. These norms can be either norms of action or norms of character. The project
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2  RONALD SANDLER

of specifying the latter is environmental virtue ethics, and a particular account of the
character dispositions that we ought to have regarding the environment is an environ-

mental virtue ethic.

Why Is There a Need for an

Fnvironmental Virtue Ethic?

The central ethical question is, “How should one live?” Answering this question of
course requires providing an account of what actions we ought and ought not to per-
form. But an account of right action—whether a set of rules, a general principle, or a
decision-making procedure—does not answer it entirely. A complete answer will in-
form not only what we ought to do but also what kind of person we ought to be. An
adequate ethical theory must provide an cthic of character, and our lived ethical expe-
rience belies the claim that one’s character is merely the sum of one’s actions. Envi-
ronmental ethics is simply ethics as it pertains to human—environment interactions
and relationships. So an adequate environmental ethic likewise requires not only an
ethic of action—one that provides guidance regarding what we ought and ought not
to do to the environment—but also an ethic of character—one that provides guidance
on what attitudes and dispositions we ought and ought not to have regarding the en-
vironment.

Consider the four widely regarded environmental heroes quoted above: Rachel
Carson (naturalist and author of Silent Spring), John Muir (naturalist and founder of
the Sierra Club), Aldo Leopold (wildlife ecologist and author of A Sand County Al-
manac), and Julia Butterfly Hill (activist who lived two years atop a threatened red-
wood). Why do we admire these individuals? Is it their accomplishments in defense of
the environment? Yes. The sacrifices they made for those accomplishments? Of course.
Their capacity to motivate others to take action? To be sure. But it is not only what
they have done and the legacy they have left that we admire. It is also them—the in-
dividuals who managed those accomplishments, made those sacrifices, and have left
those legacies. That is, we admire them also for their character—their fortitude, com-
passion, wonder, sensitivity, respectfulness, courage, love, appreciation, tenacity, and
gratitude.

It is not always easy to keep this dimension of environmentalism in mind. Public
discourse regarding the environment tends to be framed almost exclusively in legisla-
tive and legal terms, so it is tempting to become fixated on what activities and behav-
iors regarding the environment are or ought to be legal. After all, we might restrict the
use of off-road vehicles in an ecologically sensitive area and take legal action against
those who fail to adhere to that boundary; but we will not legislate against ecological
insensitivity or indifference itself, and no one will be called to court merely for pos-
sessing those attitudes. We legislate regarding behavior, not character; policy concerns
actions, not attitudes; and the courts apply the standards accordingly.

But as our environmental heroes remind us—Dboth by example and by word—we
must not take so narrow a perspective of our relationship with the environment. Tt is
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always people—with character traits, attitudes, and dispositions—who perform acti
promote policies, and lobby for laws. So while we decry removing mfuntaintoacu?ﬁ’
ing wetlands, and poisoning wolves and we make our case against these ract'ps, l; i
fore lawmakers, the courts, and the public, we must also consider the charicte IC?S -
sons refponsible for them. Indeed, how one interacts with the environment ir (l) pelr .
determined by one’s disposition toward it, and it seems to many that the esn alﬁg'e .
cause of reckless environmental exploitation is the attitude that nature is m S lmg
boundless resource for satisfying human wants and needs. In Muir’s words, “N flre -
taught. by the present civilization seems to form so insuperable an obstacie inothogma
of a right understanding of the relations which culture sustains to wildness : V;ay
wh1cl'1 regards the world as made especially for the uses of man.” So it would seeas that
any significant change in our environmental practices and policies is going to rm e
a subs.tantial shift in our dispositions toward the environment. In this v%a gr eqllll .
acter is indispensable for facilitating right action and behavior. YRR
. But as our environmental heroes also remind us—again, by example and by word—
environmental virtue is not merely instrumentally valuable as the disposition t(}), identi
and thffn perform proper actions; it is also valuable in itself, It is life-affirmin. dILlffy
enhancing. Those who possess it are better off than those who do not, for theg u b(;—
to ﬁnd reward, satisfaction, and comfort from their relationship With’ nature'yaarfs ?t s
their character—their capacity to appreciate, respect, and love nature—that o ’en }i N
o .thesef Izgneit;l “Those who dwell, as scientists or laymen, among the beautief aniltrn;Isn
teries of the e ife,” wii '
“Everybody needsag;llllet;e;sailrllle azrblea?piigse’towflte? aeon an'd wceording to Mui,
' play in and pray in, where nature ma
heal and give strength to body and soul alike.” To those who are receptive to it, nat 4
a source of joy, peace, renewal, and self-knowledge. R
ane the need for an environmental virtue ethic is recognized two questions i
m.edlately Prescnt themselves. First, what are the attitudes and dispositigns thc;ltls on
stitute emflronmental virtue? Second, what is the proper role of an ethic of char:Otn—
in an e1'1v1ronmental ethic? These two issues—specifying environmental virt . j
1<.ient1fy1ng the appropriate role of virtue in an environmental ethic—are centralu: o
v1r0nn}ental virtue ethics and largely orient the philosophical work that appears i ! ?—
collection. The remainder of this introduction is intended to serve as a prﬁger cfrili}:eslz

S d p
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Specifying Environmental Virtue

Tbe environmental virtues are the proper dispositions or character traits for hum

beings to have regarding their interactions and relationships with the environm .
The environmentally virtuous person is disposed to respond—both emotioneztrlllt'
..and Fhrough. a-ction—to the environment and the nonhuman individuals (wheth ;
inanimate, living, or conscious) that populate it in an excellent or fine way. But fl:r
thc?ug.h this formal account may be accurate, it does not provide an substa};ti o c? i
scription of what the environmentally virtuous person will actuall;’ be like. SZ ehoi;
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does one establish which dispositions regarding the environment are constitutive of
virtue and which are constitutive of vice (and which are neither)? That is, how does
one go about providing a substantive account of the environmental virtues and
vices?

Perhaps the most common strategy for specifying environmental virtue is to ar-
gue by extension from standard interpersonal virtues, that is, from virtues that are
typically applied to relationships among humans. Each interpersonal virtue is nor-
mative for a particular range of items, activities, or interactions, and that range is its
sphere or field of applicability. For example, the field of honesty is the revealing or
withholding of truth; the field of temperance is bodily pleasures and pains; and the
field of generosity is the giving and withholding of material goods. Extensionists at-
tempt to expand the range of certain interpersonal virtues to include nonhuman
entities by arguing that the features that characterize their fields in interpersonal in-
teraction or relationships also obtain in (at least some) environmental contexts. The
virtues, they conclude, should therefore be normative in those environmental con-
texts as well. For example, if compassion is the appropriate disposition to have toward
the suffering of other human beings and there is no relevant moral difference between
human suffering and the suffering of nonhuman animals, then one should be com-
passionate toward the suffering of nonhuman animals. Or if gratitude is the appro-
priate disposition toward other human beings from whom one has benefited and one
has similarly benefited from the natural environment, then gratitude is also an ap-
propriate disposition to have toward the natural environment. Extension from the
substance of the interpersonal virtues is thus one strategy for specifying the environ-
mentally virtuous person.

A second strategy is to appeal to agent benefit. On this approach, what establishes
a particular character trait as constitutive of environmental virtue is that it typically
benefits its possessor. This is a wide-ranging approach bounded only by the limit to the
ways in which the environment benefits moral agents. The environment provides not
only material goods—such as clean water and air—but also aesthetic goods, recre-
ational goods, and a location to exercise and develop physically, intellectually, morally,
and aesthetically. That the environment can benefit individuals in such ways straight-
forwardly justifies a disposition to preserve these opportunities and goods. But it does
not only justify a disposition toward conservation and preservation. It justifies culti-
vating the kind of character traits that allow one to enjoy those goods. The natural en-
vironmental provides the opportunity for aesthetic experience, but that benefit accrues
only to those who possess the disposition to appreciate the natural environment in that
way. It provides the opportunity for intellectual challenge and reward, but those ben-
efits come only to those who are disposed first to wonder and then to try to under-
stand nature. The natural environment provides plentiful opportunities for meaning-
ful relationships with its denizens, but those relationships are only possible for those
who are open to having them. So considerations of which environmental dispositions
benefit their possessor (and allow their possessor to be benefited by the natural envi-
ronment) are relevant to the substantive specification of environmental virtue. In this
way environmental virtue ethics emphasizes the role that enlightened self-interest can
play in promoting or motivating environmental consciousness and its corresponding
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behavior in a way that reinforces rather than undermines the other-regarding aspects
of environmental ethics. It allows for environmental ethics to be self-interested with-
out being egoistic.

A third strategy for the specification of environmental virtue is to argue from con-
siderations of human excellence. On this approach what establishes a particular charac-
ter trait as constitutive of environmental virtue is that it makes its possessor a good hu-
man being. What it means to be a good human being—to flourish as a human
being—is typically understood naturalistically. That is, it is understood in terms of the
characteristic features of the life of members of the human species. Human beings are,
for example, social beings. Excellence as a human being therefore involves character dis-
positions that promote the good functioning of social groups and encourage one to
maintain healthy relationships with members in the group. A human being who is dis-
posed to undermine social cohesion, disrupt the conditions that make cooperation
among individuals possible, and sour relationships with others is properly described as
deviant. Such a person fails to be a good human being precisely in virtue of his or her
antisocial disposition. Many environmental philosophers have argued that a proper nat-
uralistic understanding of human beings will locate them not only socially (as members
of the human community) but also ecologically (as members of the broader biotic com-
munity). If this is correct, then excellence as a human being would include dispositions
to maintain and promote the well-being of the larger ecological community. Given that
the well-being of the ecological community is threatened by further habitat fragmenta-
tion and biodiversity loss, a disposition to oppose these would thereby be constitutive
of environmental virtue. A human being who lacked these dispositions would, from the
perspective of human beings as members of the biotic community, be properly de-
scribed as deviant. Considerations of human excellence need not, however, be confined
to secular or naturalistic accounts of environmental virtue. Human excellence is often
understood by religious traditions in a way that transcends the natural by connecting it
with divine or cosmic purposes. For example, if it is the divinely proscribed role of hu-
man beings that they be stewards of the land, then the environmental virtues will be
those character traits or dispositions that make human beings reliable and effective stew-
ards.

A fourth strategy for specifying environmental virtue is to study the character
traits of individuals who are recognized as environmental role models. By examining
the life, work, and character of exemplars of environmental excellence we may be able
to identify particular traits that are conducive to, or constitutive of, that excellence.
The lives of John Muir, Rachel Carson, and Aldo Leopold, for example, are not just
compelling narratives; they also instruct us on how to improve ourselves and our ap-
proach to the natural world. Environmental role models of course need not be such
public or renowned figures as Carson, Muir, and Leopold. Exemplars of environmen-
tal excellence can be found in local communities and in many organizations working
for environmental protection and improvement. No doubt many of us have been ben-
cfited by such people, not only by their accomplishments but also by the guidance, in-
spiration, and example they provide.

These four approaches to the specification of environmental virtue—extensionism,
considerations of benefit to agent, considerations of human excellence, and the study of
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role models—are not mutually exclusive. A particular disposition might draw support ~, _they are correct—if action guidance cannot always be accomplished by moral rules and
from all four approaches. Indeed, in the contributions in this collection one often finds principles alone—then the wisdom and sensitivity that are part of virtue (including en-
them working in concert. Collectively they provide a rich variety of resources for think- vironmental virtue) are in some situations indispensable for determining or identify-
ing about the substance of environmental virtue. ing right action (including environmentally right action).
Some moral philosophers believe that virtue should play an even more prominent
or fundamental role within ethical theory than it is afforded in the previous account.
: e virtue ethicists consider an ethic of character to be theoretically prior to an ethic

The Role of Environmental ‘ ;th ae;ion. On this approach to moral philosophy an action is right }i,find only if it is
Virtue in Environmental Ethics the virtuous thing to do, it hits the target of virtue, or it is what the virtuous person
would do under the circumstances. So a substantive account of the virtues and the vir-
A complete environmental ethic will include both an account of how one ought to in- ‘ tuous person informs what actions one ought or ought not to perform. In the context
teract with the natural environment and an account of the character dispositions that of environmental ethics this would imply that reflections on the content of the virtues
one ought to have regarding the natural environment. But what is the proper rela- ; and studying the character traits and behavior of environmentally virtuous people are
tionship between these two? This is an instance of the more general (and very much what ultimately inform how we ought to behave regarding the environment.
live) question in moral philosophy: What is the appropriate role of virtue in ethical ‘ There is thus a range of roles—from instrumental to foundational—that environ-
theory? o mental virtue might play within a complete environmental ethic. This is not, however,

Some moral philosophers believe that the virtues are simply dispositions to do the ‘ to claim that each position is equally defensible. I have, for example, argued that a
right thing. In the context of environmental ethics this would imply that environ- k : merely instrumental role for environmental virtue is too narrow. But those arguments
mental virtue is merely the disposition to act according to the rules, principles, or ' notwithstanding, it is very much an unsetded issue what the proper role (or roles) of
norms of action of the correct environmental ethic. On this account the environmen- virtue is in an adequate environmental ethic, and the reader will find a sampling of the
tal virtues are strictly instrumental and subordinate to right action. First one deter- range of possibilities in the selections in this collection.
mines what the right ways to act or behave regarding the environment are, and then ‘
one determines which character dispositions tend to produce that behavior. Those dis- ~ .
positions are the environmental virtues. The Selections

I argued earlier that environmental virtue is instrumental to promoting proper ac- -
tion. The environmentally virtuous person—precisely because of his or her virtue— The selections—which consist of ten original contributions written specifically for this
will be disposed both to recognize the right thing and to do it for the right reasons. collection, as well as reprints of four key previously published works on the topic—are
However, there is more to how one ought to be in the world than the rules, principles, divided into four sections. In this first section, “Recognizing Environmental Virtue
or guidelines of moral action. For example, it might not be morally required that one Ethics,” Louke van Wensveen and Philip Cafaro reflect on the roles that considerations
appreciate the beauty or complexity of the natural environment, but those who are dis- of virtue and character have traditionally played in environmental discourse. In “The
posed to do so are benefited and so better off than those who are not. So although it Emergence of Ecological Virtue Language” Wensveen tracks this history by reviewing
is undoubtedly true that the environmental virtues are dispositions to act well regard- the language that environmentalists and environmental ethicists, both secular and re-
ing the environment, they are not only that. As we have seen, they can be excellences ligious, have used to characterize their environmental ethics. She finds virtue language
or beneficial to their possessor in their own right, not merely insofar as they tend to ubiquitous in these articulations. Indeed, she writes that she is “yet to come across a
produce right action. ' piece of ecologically sensitive philosophy, theology, or ethics that does not in some way

Moreover, environmental virtue might provide the sensitivity or wisdom necessary incorporate virtue language.” Moreover, she finds the discourse to be integral, diverse,
for the application of action-guiding rules and principles to concrete situations. At a dialectic, dynamic, and visionary. Virtue language is not only everywhere in the dis-
minimum, this sensitivity is required to determine which rules or principles are appli- course, it is indispensable to the discourse. Virtue language, Wensveen concludes, puts
cable to which situations, as well as for determining what course of action they rec- , us in touch with a rich set of evaluative concepts and perspectives, and if afforded suf-
ommend in those situations where they are operative. But it may also be indispensable ficient attention, it can expand and enhance our capacity to respond to environmen-
in adjudicating between conflicting demands of morality or resolving moral dilemmas tal issues. As she says, “One more language is one more chance.”
that arise from a plurality of sources of value and justification. Indeed, many moral In “Thoreau, Leopold, and Carson: Toward an Environmental Virtue Ethics,” Ca-
philosophers have argued that it is implausible and unreasonable to believe that there ; faro tracks the role of virtue and character in environmental discourse by reflecting on
is some finite set of rules or principles that can be applied by any human moral agent the lives and writings of three widely influential and respected environmental figures:
in any situation to determine what the proper course of action is in that situation. If Henry David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, and Rachel Carson. Although these models of
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environmental excellence lived very different lives and expressed their virtue in diverse
ways, we nonetheless find among them certain commonalities. These commonalities,
Cafaro argues, are characteristic of environmental excellence and must be embraced by
any environmental virtue ethic worth the name. They include putting economic life in
its proper place, cultivating scientific knowledge, extending moral considerability be-
yond human beings, promoting wilderness protection, and believing in the goodness
of life (both human and nonhuman). Cafaro also emphasizes the importance of these
environmental heroes as examples of individuals who live well with nature, Their lives
suggest that “greater attention to our true happiness would do as much to protect the
environment as the acceptance of the intrinsic value of wild nature.”

In the second section of the collection, “Environmental Virtue Ethics Theory,”

Thomas Hill Jr., Holmes Rolston 111, Laura Westra, Bill Shaw, and David Schmidez
and Matt Zwolinski consider the proper role for environmental virtue ethics within en-
vironmental ethics. In “Ideals of Human Fxcellence and Preserving Natural Environ-
ments” Hill argues that there are cases of environmental behavior that are intuitively
improper—for example, needlessly paving over a patch of natural landscape—whose
impropriety is best understood in the context of an account of human excellence and
the dispositions that we ought to express in our environmental interactions. Hill ar-
gues that such behavior, or “even [seeing nature’s] value solely in cost/benefit terms,”
betrays the absence of traits that are the natural facilitators for developing proper hu-
mility and appreciation. If he is correct, then sometimes the answer to the question
“What is wrong with treating the environment that way?” is intelligible only against
the background of an answer to the question, “What is wrong with the kind of person
who would do that?”

However, in “Environmental Virtue Ethics: Half the Truth but Dangerous as a
Whole,” Rolston warns against casting environmental virtue in too fundamental a role
in environmental ethics. Although environmental virtue is an intrinsically good state,
valuable to its possessor, and enables attunement to “the flow of nature,” we must not
identify human virtue or excellence as the source of natural value. Natural entities do
not derive their value from their relationship to human virtue and flourishing; nature
and natural entities have value in themselves. Indeed, environmental virtue is only in-
telligible as a responsiveness to the independent value of nature. After all, “it is hard to
gain much excellence of character from appreciating an otherwise worthless thing,”
Rolston thus finds environmental virtue ethics dangerous to the extent that its focus
on human flourishing distracts us from the intrinsic value of natural entities that
makes environmental virtue possible. “Our deeper ethical achievement,” he writes,
“needs to focus on values as intrinsic achievements in wild nature, These virtues within
us need to attend to values without us.”

Westra, like Rolston, believes that natural value is not derived from the value of
humans or human flourishing. However, in “Virtue Ethics as Foundational for a
Global Ethic” she argues that virtue ethics has a foundational role nonetheless. It pro-
vides an account of flourishing—for humans, nonhumans, and natural systems—
which it is the goal of a global ethic to promote. This foundation justifies the need for
both ecological integrity and environmental or ecological rights because all individuals
(human and nonhuman) depend on ecosystem services for their survival, health, and
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optimum functioning. This is true (in regard to humans) not on.ly for‘ Aristotelian ac-
counts of human excellence but also fc.)r Kantlan accou'nts that identify hu;nan f;mc—
tioning with moral agency, for the cultlvat%on anc?. exercise o.f 'moral agex;cyd eplen on
the capacity of natural ecosystems to pr.owde'thelr precondmo.ns (e.g., food, ¢ eaLz1 al_;r,
and clean water). So both ecosystem integrity al.ld human rlghts' are supported by
virtue ethics. But because international dis.course is largel}-r frame?d in t.erms Oi }.mm;n
rights, Westra urges that “we must emphasize the human rights dimension of this ethic
and its implication for international law.” o .

In “A Virtue Ethics Approach to Aldo Leopold’s Lan.d Ethic,” Shaw examines
Leopold’s land ethic—that one ought to promote the. integrity, beauty, and stal?ﬂltyl.of
the biotic community—from a virtue ethics perspective. H.e argues tl.lat operationaliz-
ing or enacting the land ethic requires cultivatm.g certain virtues, which l.le call's land
virtues,” that not only dispose individuals to act in ways that promote the integrity, sta-
bility, and beauty of natural systems but also mitigate some of Fhe difficulties that arise
when the land ethic is treated strictly as an account of right action. Sha'wv suggests three
land virtues—respect (or ecological sensitivity), prudence, and p1.ract1cal }udgme.n‘g—
each of which he considers to be an adaptation of a conventional 1nterpers.onal virtue,
However, any character trait that contributes to an attitude of community with the
land and promotes its integtity, stability, and beauty is pr(?perly a land virtue.

In the final contribution of this section, “Virtue Ethics and Repugnant Conclu-
sions,” Schmidtz and Zwolinski argue that virtue ethics offers indispex'lsable resources
for addressing Derek Parfit’s “repugnant conclusions,” the most notorious of which is
that for any number of persons, all with lives well worth living, there is some rnu.ch
larger human population whose existence would be better, even though the’hves of its
members are only barely worth living. The repugnant c'onclusmns ha\.fe' tyi.alce}lly been
thought to arise from (and thereby indict) only certain forms.of. u.tlhtarlam‘s‘m, but
Schmidtz and Zwolinski argue that they are considerably more 1n31d1o-us an.d suggest
problems for the whole idea that moral theorizing should culminate in a s1rT1ple fo'r—
mula for right action.” An appropriate response to the repugnant cond}lsmns Wlll
therefore not be found by merely reformulating traditional principles of right action
but, instead, must involve considerations of character and hur'nan excc.llence. In so ar-
guing they both embrace and expand on Hill’s claims .that the impropriety of some en-
vironmental behaviors is best understood by reflecting on the kind of person Who
would do such a thing. One implication of this for morjal. tl.leor_y is that no prm“c1ple
of right action is a replacement for moral wisdom, sensitivity, and experience. “The
proper lesson,” they write, “is not that act-centered theories are us.eless o but., rath.er,
that we are better off treating act-centered theory as the sort of thing from which wise

e 1
persons can gain insight that is useful, even if limited. ' o ‘
The third section of the collection, “Environmental Virtues and Vices,” contains
discussions of the substantive content of environmental virtue and vice by Geoftrey
Frasz, Philip Cafaro, Charles Taliaferro, and Louke van \?Vensveen.. Rather than fOCI:IS—
ing on a detailed account of any specific environmental virtue or vice, t'he authors 9111?
to provide a general account or typology of environmental virtue z.md vice from whic
future work can proceed. In “Benevolence as an Environmental Virtue Fra.sz employs
an extensionist approach to articulate and defend benevolence as an environmental

/
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virtue. He considers benevolence to be a genus under which fall specific other-regard-
ing environmental virtues such as compassion, friendship, kindness, and gratitude,
Among the vices counter to benevolence he considers jealousy, selfishness, greed, and
profligacy. Central to benevolence, in both interpersonal and environmental contexts,
is a genuine concern for the welfare of another. This concern is made possible by what
Frasz calls “an imaginative dwelling on the condition of the other,” which requires un-
derstanding the interests of the other. There is thus “an important role for the biologi-
cal and ecological sciences, for nature writing, and for personal accounts of encounters
with wild creatures” in the cultivation and maintenance of environmental benevolence.
Frasz concludes with a discussion of the ways in which environmental benevolence ben-
efits its possessor. He argues that “in cultivating the environmental virtue of benevo-
lence we can discover who we really are and what it will take to live in a joyous way with

,  the nonhuman world of which we are a part.”

If, as Frasz argues, environmental virtue benefits both its possessor and the natu-
ral environment, then perhaps the concept of environmental vice is best understood in
terms of the frustration of human and environmental flourishing, as well as the con-
nections between them. In “Gluttony, Arrogance, Greed, and Apathy: An Exploration
of Environmental Vice,” Cafaro develops such an account. According to Cafaro, “A
vice harms the vicious person, those around him or her, or both.” Judgments about the
vices are thus derivative on particular conceptions of the “goods” that make up a good
human life, a well-functioning society, and a healthy natural environment. Establish-
ing that a particular disposition regarding the environment is a vice thus requires show-
ing how the disposition is detrimental to its possessor, those around him or her, and
nonhuman nature. Cafaro applies this standard in the course of elucidating four key
environmental vices—gluttony, arrogance, greed, and apathy—each of which, he ar-

ues, harms its possessor, other people, and nature.

. In “Vices and Virtues in Religious Environmental Ethics,” Taliaferro discusses
virtues and vices in both theistic (Jewish, Christian, and Islamic) and Buddhist envi-
ronmental ethics. Taliaferro begins apologetically, arguing that there are several reasons
why environmental ethicists should be attentive to religious ethical traditions, not least
of which are that at least one religious tradition may be true. Moreover, the majority
of the world’s population subscribes to some religious tradition, so to be relevant to the
actual world an environmental ethic must be able to engage those traditions. Taliaferro
then demonstrates how environmental virtues such as gratitude, respect, solidarity, and
caring (and the corresponding vices of ingratitude, vanity, and exploitiveness) emerge
from the central tenets of theistic environmental ethics: creation, divine ownership,
and the identification of natural goods with God’s presence. Regarding the Buddhist
traditions, Taliaferro focuses on the emergence of mindfulness and compassion as en-
vironmental virtues as part of the Buddhist goal of detachment. He concludes by

v /@)Eamining how these religious virtues function both explicitly and implicitly in envi-
“ronmental contexts such as agriculture.

/ In the final contribution of this section, “Cardinal Environmental Virtues: A Neu-

robiological Perspective,” Wensveen considers whether the traditional cardinal virtues—

practical wisdom, justice, temperance, and courage—are sufficient for providing guid-
ance in this age of ecological crises. She argues that we ought to neither cling to the
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raditional account of these virtues flor.jettison the.m entirely. We sl.lould instez.ld ;ake 3
“middle course” and revamp them in light (2‘f our'nnproved blol.o'glcal, ecologica » an
neurological vantage point. After all, we ate “now in a better position than the.anaents
over were to judge how well the traditional cardinals s.hape our emotlons,. allowing us to
pursue the goals of our lives in ways that are appropriate within our par.tlcular environ-
ments.” Wensveen thus advocates putting a contemporary ecological spin on the vener-
able tradition of the cardinal virtues. She argues that we shoulld consider a partlcu.lar
virtue cardinal “if its cultivation consists of conditioning a Pamcular type.of neurob}o—
logical system that plays a pivotal role in processes of emou?nal fme—tumng b}: Wh.ICh
agents are enabled to flourish and let flourish under. changing circumstances. Us.mg
this definition she argues for several environmental virtues that are themselves cardinal
(for example, sensitivity and tenacity), related to cardinals as constituents (for.examp‘le,
humility, respect, gratitude, benevolence, attentiveness, and loyalty),‘or p.ar.ncular in-
stantiations of cardinals (for example, friendship, love, frugality, and simplicity). )
In the final section of the collection, “The Application of Environmental Virtue,
Peter Wenz and I apply environmental virtue ethics to concrete environmental is‘sues
and problems. These contributions belie the criticism that env1ron'mental virtue
ethics is unable to provide guidance regarding actual environmental issues or d.ec1—
sions. In “Synergistic Environmental Virtues: Consumerism and Hunllan. Flourish-
ing” Wenz considers the relationship among traditional anthrop‘ocentrlc virtues and
vices, nonanthropocentric environmental ethics, and consumerism. He argues that
for people in industrialized nations the traditional virtues foster both human and en-
vironmental flourishing, whereas the traditional vices diminish both. Anthropo;en—
tric and nonanthropocentric accounts of virtue and flourishing are thus synergistlc—.—
“each is stronger in combination with the other than alone.” .The- kc.ey to t.hls
synergism is a shared repugnance to consumerism, which as practiced in industrial-
ized countries is harmful to both humans and nature. Wenz therefore suggests that
individuals in industrialized countries ought to adopt what he calls “the principle of
anticipatory cooperation” when making consumer decisions. This principle “c.alls for
actions that deviate from the social norm in the direction of the ideal that virtuous
people aspire to for themselves and others but which do not deviate so much that
virtue impairs instead of fosters flourishing.” -

In “A Virtue Ethics Perspective on Genetically Modified Crops,” T propose a virtue
ethics approach for assessing the acceptability of the use of genetically modified crops
in agriculture. From a virtue ethics perspective, an environmental assessment of a par-
ticular genetically modified crop involves determining whether the tecbnology will
compromise the capacity of the environment to produce the go'od.s es'sentlal to the de-
velopment and maintenance of human virtue, as well as determlmng if the technology
is contrary to any of the virtues applicable to human interactions with the natu-ral en-
vironment. Using these criteria I defend a limited endorsement position re.g.ardmg‘ge—
netically modified crops. There is, I argue, a presumption, justified by humility, against
the use of genetically modified crops in agriculture. However, if the externallgood§ cri-
terion is met, this presumption can be overcome by other virtue-based considerations.
For example, in the case of golden rice (rice genetically modified to produ'ce the pre-
cursor to vitamin A), the external goods criterion is met, and the presumption against
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the use of genetically modified crops is overcome by compassion for those suffering
from vitamin A deficiency.

Although work on environmental virtue has become increasingly visible in recent
years, environmental virtue ethics remains a relatively underappreciated and underde-
veloped aspect of environmental ethics. Philip Cafaro and I hope that the work col-
lected here will not only help establish the indispensability of this area of environ-
mental ethics but also enhance the breadth and quality of the ongoing discussion of
environmental virtue and vice and the role they should play in an adequate environ-
mental ethic. This collection is thus not intended to settle the central issues of envi-
ronmental virtue ethics but, rather, to provide an impetus and orientation for further
work on them. We very much look forward to those discussions.

PART 1

RECOGNIZING
ENVIRONMENTAL
VIRTUE ETHICS




CHAPTER 8

Benevolence as an
Environmental Virtue

Geoffrey Frasz

In 1988 the most prominent story in Alaska was not the attempt to open the Arctic
National Wildlife Reserve to oil drilling, or the problems salmon fisheries faced, or the
general economic downturn in Alaska but, rather, the attempts to rescue three gray
whales trapped in the ice near Barrow, Alaska.! The episode demonstrated the way im-
portant traits of character can be extended from the world of interhuman relations to
the nonhuman realm. That so many people with such seemingly diverse environmen-
tal views could be motivated to contribute time, money, and effort by a sense of benev-
olence, a concern for the suffering and possible death of three whales, indicates a need
to explore the nature of benevolence as a central environmental virtue.

In this chapter I will present a general account of benevolence and then show how
this virtue can be understood as an environmental virtue. After addressing some pos-
sible objections I develop an account of the environmental vices that hinder the de-
velopment and expression of benevolence. I conclude with a discussion of why such a
virtue should be cultivated by environmentally minded persons. I recognize that pro-
viding a full account of benevolence (a project that I reserve for a later time) will in-
volve a detailed discussion of the specific environmental virtues (such as the environ-
mental versions of compassion, friendship, kindness, and gratitude) that fall under the
general category of environmental benevolence. Nonetheless, the discussion of envi-
ronmental benevolence presented here will provide both an account of the common
features such virtues will have and an account of why we ought to cultivate them.2

The Possibility of Benevolence
as an Environmental Virtue

Writers on ecotheology have often acknowledged the role of benevolence in shaping
environmentally desirable attitudes.” Donald Hughes, for instance, has argued that the
influence of St. Francis plays an important, positive role in shaping Christian attitudes
toward nature.* In addition to recognizing the goodness of all of God’s creation, in-
cluding the animals, St. Francis held that the fact of biodiversity in creation and the
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delight God takes in this diversity represent God’s benevolent presence. From this
Hughes argues that we have a duty not just to abstain from harming God’s creations
but also to adopt an attitude of respect for them.

Also writing on issues of Christianity and the environment, Holmes Rolston IIT
points out that biblically based faith is founded on the belief that the covenanted
Promised Land is sacred and good, separate from any instrumental value it might have
for humans.” But the intrinsic goodness of the created world notwithstanding, Rolston
worries that a Christian ethic that advocates virtuous treatment of humans may not
easily be expanded into virtuous treatment of the nonhuman world and its inhabitants.
He argues, however, that central tenets of Christian faith, including the promise of re-
demption, can be found in an ecological understanding of the land.

Although these accounts suggest that it is possible to cultivate a benevolent rela-
tionship with nature, they leave undeveloped the actual nature of benevolence as an
environmental virtue, as well as the justification for why we would want to cultivate it.
More helpful is Jennifer Welchman’s account in which she argues that benevolence and
loyalty are necessary features of good stewardship for the land.® One could, she argues,
voluntarily act as a good steward for the land even if motivated by an enlightened an-
thropocentrism. Acts motivated by enlightened self-interest can include preservation
of resources, biodiversity, and natural beauty. After all, benevolence toward our own
descendents is a strong motivator for action. But what about motivation for the well-
being of nonhuman others? Welchman argues that compassion alone is not enough to
provide such a motivation. She concludes that benevolence, in the form of compassion
for sentient beings, must be coupled with loyalty, in the sense of loyalty to one’s moral
integrity, in order to complete the necessary virtues of stewardship of nature. Unfor-
tunately for the project at hand, she focuses all her attention on providing a well-
developed case for this loyalty to one’s moral integrity, leaving the notion of environ-
mental benevolence underdeveloped.

Still more helpful to our project is the work of Frank Schalow, who takes the po-
sition that, from a Heideggerian perspective, the differences rather than the similarities
between humans and animals provide an obligation for us to act in benevolent ways
toward animals.” Schalow argues against those who take an egalitarian view based on
recognized similarities between humans and animals and instead stresses two distinc-
tive features of human life—freedom and language—to develop a notion of obligation
to the welfare of animals. It is, he argues, these differences between humans and ani-
mals that make possible benevolent actions by humans toward animals. Providing sup-
port for Welchman’s call for stewardship for the nonhuman world, Schalow argues for
a nonanthropocentric perspective that emphasizes that “the abilities thar distinguish us
most from other creatures are precisely those with which we are endowed (rather than
possess), and hence their exercise extends beyond the satisfaction of exclusively human
interests.”® Freedom is here viewed as a gift that allows for the possibility to simply let
animals be instead of treating them as mere property for the satisfaction of human in-
terests, and our capacity to use language makes it possible for humans to speak for an-

imals, who cannot articulate directly what is in their own interests.

Schalow gives further support to Welchmar’s call for stewardship when he claims
that “we are most fully human or ‘authentic’ when engaged in acts of stewardship rather
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than in exploitive pursuits. In becoming guardians, we display the ‘care’ (Sorge) that sit-
uates us within nature as a whole and fosters the possibility of a harmonious relation to
those domestic animals dependent on us.” Such care is possible also regarding wild crea-
tures because of our capacity to use language to disclose what is there, what is outside of
us. Through my use of language to provide a word to a thing, I indicate it as something
other than the “me” who does the naming. And through the process of acquiring, rather
than simply using, language it is possible for us to “acquire it in harmony with an ‘at-
tunement (Stimmung) that disposes [humans] to foster the manifestness of things, na-
ture, and welfare of their animal counterparts.”'® By recognizing the significance of the
difference between humans and animals it is possible to develop what I have elsewhere
called a “proper humility” toward animals and the natural world. With such humility we
can then truly speak for those who might suffer because of our actions.

Welchman and Schalow make the case for benevolent treatment of nonhuman en-
tities as a necessary attitude for good stewards of the land. But they have not spelled
out in detail what the characteristics of a benevolent steward are; nor have they shown
why we should be such good stewards and cultivate this virtue. In what follows I first
present an account of benevolence in interpersonal contexts and then expand the no-
tion to include human—nature relationships, thereby showing how benevolence can be
considered an environmental virtue. We will find that what is generally the case for in-
terpersonal benevolence can be extended to the human-—natural world relationship. An
account of the vices associated with the absence of green benevolence is then presented.
I finish by making the case that an environmental form of benevolence is needed for a
person to be environmentally good and that the cultivation of benevolence makes it
possible to live an environmentally good life.

The Virtue of Benevolence as Such

Benevolence as such is a genus or family of virtues that involve a direct concern for the
happiness and well-being of others.!! Virtues of benevolence include compassion,
friendliness, kindness, and generosity. Feelings of affection need not be present for
there to be benevolence, though the two traits are often found together.

The related vices of benevolence include jealousy, selfishness, greed, and profli-
gacy, for these are traits that compete with the tendencies to promote the good of oth-
ers. A lack of concern for the welfare of others can be expressed in hateful emotions or
in grasping and self-centered behaviors that ignore or turn a blind eye to their -welfare.
What we find objectionable in such cases is that one’s own good is sought without a
concern or care for how one’s actions may impact others. A greedy, selfish, or profli-
gate person is one who is willing to expend irreplaceable resources to furthe.r.one’s own
good without any real concern for how on€’s actions might impact the ability of oth-
ers to further their own good. A jealous person may go so far as to hope for others to
fail in their attempts to promote their own good because one believes that their suc-
cess would frustrate one’s own goals. Thus, the jealous person is not merely envious
of the flourishing of others but, in fact, often actively secks to harm the other or to
keep the other from flourishing.'”
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seful and satisfying result for a community. Such a concern is often recognized by
other community members (though such a recognition is not necessary for benevo-
Jence to occur), and it gives rise to goodwill on their part. A community in which
. benevolence is a character trait in many of its members is more likely to be a place
The benevoleng perslcl)lf?i{s(')e where the comrm%nity itself and community members can flourish. o
seeks to promote the $ not merel Bene.volent virtues tend to support the self-esteem o'f those who are beneficiaries
of the action, for they acknowledge that the other person is valuable and important, so
much so that one is willing to expend resources promoting the other’s flourishing.
Such benevolent actions promote a sense of equality in the community by exemplify-
ing that the flourishing of others and the community as a whole is just as important as
one’s own pursuits. The relationships based on virtues such as friendship and kindness
are more satisfying relationships, ones that bring delight to one’s own life as well as to

one’s friend’s.
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community members can find common goals and solutions to community problems
that are acceptable to all.
From these general reflections on benevolence we can indicate the central features
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The different species of benevolence—friendship, compassion, kindness, and so on—
will reflect these characteristics in different ways and to different degrees and have as
their focus different kinds of relations.

Actions that are fully characteristic of benevolence foster mutual goodwill, create
satisfying relationships, forestall antagonism, and create an atmosphere where people
can work out differences and achieve common personal and community goals. I will
now show how considering benevolence as an environmental virtue enriches and ex-
pands our understanding of this family of virtues and provides insights into what char-
acterizes an environmentally good person.
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Benevolence as an Environmental
Virtue and Its Corresponding Vices
If benevolence is an environmental virtue, then an environmentally good person has

an active and consistent concern for the happiness, flourishing, health, interests, or
well-being of both human and nonhuman others. An environmentally good person
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citizen, living an environmentally good life that maintains fidelity with the natural
world and rejects human chauvinism and notions of human superiority.'® The culti-
vation of environmental benevolence, along with the cultivation of what I have called
a “proper humility,” and the rejection of arrogance are part of the makeup of an envi-
ronmentally good citizen of the Jand.' The flourishing as an ecological citizen that
benevolence makes possible is good not only for the person but for the land as well.

The task facing an environmentally virtuous person is how to determine what is
in the best interest of nonhuman others. This involves a further expansion of the ca-
pacity of imaginative dwelling on the condition of the other. We want to imagina-
tively enter into the life of the other, to see how the other lives, understand what the
goals of this nonhuman other are. Because we cannot use spoken language to com-
municate with most animals and ask them what they need to live a good life, we must
adopt other strategies for accumulating this knowledge. One way is to simply watch
them over time as their life activities reveal to us goal-driven activities that reflect their
needs. This can be done through sustained nature watching and observation of ani-
mals in their wild habitats. It can also be done indirectly through active study of ac-
counts of animal behaviors. Thus, there is an important role for the biological and
ecological sciences, for nature writing, and for personal accounts of encounters with
wild creatures to help us better learn what is in their own best interests and what they
need to live healthy, flourishing lives. In order to better learn this it will be necessary
to cultivate those intellectual skills that improve our perceptive ability, as well as the
moral traits to improve our willingness to expend the time and effort to let natural
entities reveal themselves to us. We must cultivate what Linda Zagzebski calls “a sen-
sitivity to detail” that involves refining our abilities to make fine distinctions among
related kinds of natural entities and to develop and use a vocabulary that lets us ex-
press these distinctions.'®

Coupled with this sensitivity are the bardy traits of character that are required for
sustained involvement in the natural world on its own terms. Philip Cafaro points out
that virtues such as persistence, patience, thoroughness, and continuous attentiveness
(even when it involves personal discomfort on our part) make it more likely that a per-
son will be able to learn what nature can teach.?® Also needed are moral qualities such
as openness to the other and humility in the face of limited or continually developing
understanding of the diverse features of the natural world. We must cultivate an open-
ness that heightens our sensitivity to the concerns, behaviors, subtle features, and goal-
directed activities of nonhuman entities. Openness will prime us to what can be re-
vealed. Humility will keep us open to novelty and new experiences as we recognize that
we can continually learn from the wild, that we do not have all the answers, and that
our skills for learning from nature may require further refinement or polishing.

Of course, as common members of a biotic community we all have basic needs that
must be met in order that the goods of our own kind can be realized. All living things
must have a healthy environment, free of pollutants, toxins, and other biohazards, in or-
der to flourish. I recognize that what is necessary for me as a living thing may be what
other living things need as well. What an environmentally benevolent person must
strive to avoid is a confusion over what is specifically in one’s interests as a human be-
ing and what is in on€’s interest as a living being, a member of the biotic community.
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But whatever the mechanisms are, we look to an environmentally benevolent person as that is not sentient. So, for example, one can have a benevolent concern for the well-
having enough concern for the well-being of others to use whatever means necessary to being of a forest and take action to restore or maintain forest health. Far from sentience
discover what it takes for that other to flourish—and act on this knowledge. being a prerequisite for genuine benevolence, the idea that it is betrays the lack of
How do we identify an environmentally benevolent person? First, we look to see imagination mentioned earlier. Making sentience a necessary prerequisite for benevo-
that there is a movement toward action. Does this person act consistently in ways that lence would be like making consciousness, or being human, or having white skin, or
promote the well-being of other members of the biotic community as well as his or her ; being a member of my local community a necessary prerequisite. What is lacking in
own? We need to see actions of various kinds done over a period of time. It is not ‘ such provincial, or racist, or speciesist views is the ability or willingness to take an ac-
enough to act sporadically, spurred into action by a guilty conscience, moved periodi- ; tive interest in the well-being of all others.
cally by magazine ads for help to save the whales or contribute to rain forest protec- ‘ The second objection is that nonhuman others may not recognize our benevolent
tion. Although such acts are good, virtue requires that these actions be done on a reg- ; acts. Though it is true that in many interpersonal acts of benevolence there is a mutual
ular basis as a reflection of a key ingredient of a person’s character. One swallow saved ; recognition of the acts as such, this recognition is not necessary. One can act in a
does not an environmentally benevolent person make, as Aristotle might have said! benevolent way to a child, a comatose patient, or even a fetus, none of which need be
The actual content of benevolent acts will vary from place to place and reflect the ~ ‘ able to recognize that an action was done for his or her well-being. In the same way,
context of the action. What is required to promote the well-being of one group of liv- ‘ one can act in friendly ways without the other even being aware of the performance of
ing things may be different from what is needed to promote the health of a particular k the action. I have argued elsewhere that acts of friendship can be done toward nonhu-
ecosystem. A compassionate person may work long hours as a volunteer at an animal : man natural entities such as the land, and in such cases acknowledgment is not even
rescue shelter, feeling the suffering of injured or needy stray animals. A generous per- ; possible.?!
son may give time and money to restore a wetlands habitat rather than to promote ; The third objection deals with whether one can imaginatively enter into the life
worthwhile self-interests. A friend of the land might simply spend time in nature, at- of the nonhuman other if that other is not conscious. The imaginative entering that is
tuning oneself to what the land can teach about the processes and structures that con- ' a part of benevolence involves attempting to find out what would benefit or harm that
tribute to the health of it and its members. A friend of the land might also tell stories ‘ other. It is not trying just to think like that kind of thing. It is to ask oneself what ac-
to others, as Thoreau and Leopold did. In each case we judge the action as environ- tions would further or hinder the other’s well-being. In the case of a conscious or sen-
mentally benevolent because it flows from a concern to identify what is in the best in- tient being, that entering is, perhaps, easier. But in any case benevolence requires me
terest of the nonhuman others and then to consistently act on that knowledge. . to move out of a self-referential mode (asking to what extent that other is like me, a
Much of my argument for environmental benevolence is based on the movement . conscious, sentient being with particular wants, desires, needs, etc.) and use my imag-
from the traditional interpersonal notion of benevolence to an environmental version. ~ inative powers to see the world either from the perspective of another sentient being
I have argued that such an extension is possible, but a critic might ask: What is the ' who is a center of a life or even as a natural entity that is made up of many biotic and
range of this extension? For example, although compassion may appropriately be ex- abiotic parts, such as a swamp, forest, or ecosystem. I can meaningfully ask what ac-
tended to any sentient creature, can it also be extended to nonsentient natural entitics? 1 tions would benefit or harm that kind of entity as well, even though it is not conscious
If not, then benevolence might be limited to human—sentient creature relations. It : or sentient. For example, I can harm a river or a bog by dumping a terrible poison into
might also be objected that because my account of traditional benevolence seems to in- ~ it, or damming it, or draining all its water for irrigation. Think of how the damming
volve a mutual recognition of what is in the well-being of each person, benevolence ; of the Colorado River harmed the riparian communities that required yearly flushing
cannot be extended beyond those beings that could acknowledge our actions. Finally, by the naturally occurring floods to replenish nutrients.
it could be pointed out that I call for an imaginative entering into the life of the other, Environmental benevolence involves a concern for the well-being of another en-
which would limit the scope of environmental benevolence to conscious beings for tity, and depending on the kind of natural entity it is, different aspects of benevo-
whom such an exercise might be plausible.?’ These are important and significant con- lence will be appropriate to it. The environmentally benevolent person acts for the
cerns that need to be addressed. well-being or interests of individual living things, populations of living things,
The first criticism has to do with whether one can be compassionate toward an en- species, and the biotic community itself and avoids confusing self-interest alone with
tity that lacks sentience. Because compassion involves making a connection with the ; that of the land. I now turn to articulating the attendant vices that correspond to en-
suffering of others, it is true that one can only be compassionate toward those natural vironmental benevolence. Previously, I presented some of the vices of general benev-
entities that can suffer. But benevolence is not equivalent to compassion. Benevolence olence as traits that compete with our dispositions to act on behalf of the other. With
involves a family of related virtues, each of which involves a concern with the lives and \ an environmental focus, these vices reflect habits or traits of character that interfere
condition of others. But this concern need not be limited to 2 condition of suffering. with an active concern for nonhuman or natural entities. Such environmental vices
Concern for the well-being of another also includes elements of friendship, kindness, f can be seen as connected in a negative way to the three central features of environ-
and respect, which can focus on the health, integrity, or overall well-being of an entity mental benevolence.
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The first feature is the willingness to engage in an imaginative reconstruction of

the lives and condition of nonhuman others. Traits such as human arrogance and
chauvinism will cause us to view the condition of nonhuman others only in terms of
our own satisfaction of human interests. They are seen only in instrumental terms
and judged for their capacity to satisfy one’s short-term personal preferences. This at-
titude is reflected in those who can see only the economic value of some members of
a forest and dismiss as useless or worthless those other species that cannot be imme-
diately harvested. It is reflected in the attempts to turn an old-growth forest rich in
biodiversity into a monoculture crop field for trees that have high lumber value.
Such a person, when considering an investment of time or money for a worthwhile
cause, would ask, “What’s in it for me?” A person who does not or cannot see in-
trinsic value in nature is closed to it and lacks the kind of openness to nature | have
claimed is an important trait of an environmentally good person. Echoing the point
made earlier by Schalow, such a person cannot hear what animals or the natural
world are saying. Furthermore, it is not uncommon to find indifference to humans
and nonhumans together in environmentally destructive acts. For example, mining
operations in a fragile desert area not only despoil the land with toxic waste but also
often cut and run when they close operations, leaving behind a human community
that was dependent on the mine for jobs.

Jealousy and greed are thus environmental vices, for they are emotional attitudes
that often lead to the harming of nature in an attempt to attain mastery over it. To
greedily exploit a natural resource to the extent that other creatures suffer by one’s ac-
tions, such as clear-cutting a forest to the point of destroying the habitats of the crea-
tures living there, reflects a desire to only maximize one’s own interests. Furthermore,
these vices can be reflected in the willingness to turn a blind eye to environmentally
destructive actions on the part of others. In southern Nevada, where drought condi-
tions have gotten worse in the last few years, powerful gaming interests are able,
through campaign contributions, to get local governments to provide them with ex-
ceptions to water use restrictions so that they may construct new hotels with extensive
fountains and lagoons, while local residents face fines for washing cars in driveways.

Profligacy in the exploitation of natural resources is also a reflection of arrogance
and lack of concern for the well-being of others. Overgrazing or overfishing of areas
may produce short-term economic benefits for some, but they harm both the long-
term interests of people and the heath of ecosystems. The extensive consumption of
petroleum products, especially in automobiles, that puts places such as the Arctic
Wildlife Refuge at risk through oil drilling is a reflection of such profligacy. It is diffi-
cult to imagine an environmentally benevolent person who drives an SUV around
town and lives a high-consumption lifestyle.

The second feature of environmental benevolence involves finding some mecha-
nism that reveals what is in the best interest of nonhuman others. Traits such as lazi-
ness and sloth are vices because they keep us from learning what is in the interest of
other living things. A person who is unwilling to take the time and make the effort to
travel into the nonhuman realm reflects this laziness. A somewhat comic example from
recent Las Vegas events illustrates this. A brand new development of expensive homes
had been built on the edge of town, not far from a large pig farm that had been in op-
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eration for many decades before development had spread toward it. Buyers of th’e new
homes, which had not even been built yet, would travel to the developers air-
conditioned offices, look at photos and scale models of the new h(.)rnes that were go-
ing to be built, and then buy a proposed home. When the new 'remdents W'.Ollld move
in later and catch a whiff of the hog farm, they would complain to the city govern-
ment. But had they taken the time and made the effort to travel around the la'nd, the.y
would have been made aware of the farm. Instead, they were too lazy to examine their
future surroundings and relied on salespeople to tell tbem about the lan.d. Even today
many of these same people have no interest in ﬁr.ldlng‘out where their clean water
comes from and where their sewage goes. Such laziness is often a cause of neglecting
to discover where runoff water from the floods (that come with regularity to desert ar-
eas) goes. Had they made an effort to investigate, they might have found out that the
floodwaters go through their neighborhoods. o
Slothfulness is reflected in a lack of interest in knowing or maintaining the well-
being of other living things, even in cases as simple as keepmg an aquarium clean 1c;f
parasites or keeping a pet well groomed and he:;-llthy. A la.ck of interest in actively Z(laeh—
ing out what information is needed to determine WhaF it takes to keep a pet he' thy
reflects this vice. Intellectual laziness is also a vice in this context because t}}ere exists a
tremendous amount of information gathered by naturalists, ec'ologists, .amma.l lovers,
and even pet fanciers on what is needed to promote the ﬂounshmg of living things alnf1
natural systems. Someone who is too lazy to take thi.: time to lez'zrn abouF the natur
world, either through personal experience or by relying on the mformatlor} available
from experts, is not going to be disposed to act in benev.olent ways to?vard ..
Furthermore, because it is necessary to learn various intellectual ?k_lﬂs and ab1ht}es,
along with moral habits, from nature, the tendencies that work against such learning
will be environmental vices as well. A lack of curiosity about the natural W?ﬂd, a la'ck
of attentiveness, impatience, and the tendency to rush through encounters in the wild
keep us from being able to learn what can be discovered. We sce these ha-1b.1ts in shallow
tourist experiences, where the tour bus pulls up to a scenic area, the visitors step ou(;
quickly to take some photographs, they return just as quickly to the .alr—condltlone
bus, and then it is off to the next photo opportunity. When people desu'e to encounter
nature only through the frame of a bus or car window for momentary instances, they
lack the necessary openness to experience readily available expert information tha.lt
would make it possible for them to discover what nf)nhuman creatures need for thei
flourishing. Although such tourists may have a belief that they are open to naﬁur
beauty, the unwillingness to take the time needed for nat'ural entities to reveal.t em-
selves makes them able to gain only a shallow understanding of the wild. Evefl if such
tourists were armed with extensive, authoritative guidebooks and tape recordings that
told them what they were seeing, it would be difficult for them to develop a greater
sense of benevolence for nature without getting out and away from thfe bus, for deep
encounters with the natural world require making real connections with nature, un-
mediated by glass, books, or well-intentioned bus guides. People who lack a sense of hu-
mility regarding their own ability to understand the natural world or who have an over-
inflated sense of their abilities to comprehend what nature can.tea(ih us rflamfest the
vices of arrogance and chauvinism that are expressed in phrases like “If you've seen one
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redwood, you've seen them all” or “This is nothing but an empty, barren desert with
nothing of interest or value in it, so let’s build a megaresort here.”

The third feature of environmental benevolence is the motivation to act on the ba-
sis of what one has learned from nature. Thus, those traits and habits that keep us from
acting on behalf of the good of nonhuman others are also environmental vices to be
avoided. The traits of laziness and sloth mentioned earlier are relevant here, as is cyn-
icism regarding the effectiveness of environmental action. An environmentally beney-
olent person recognizes that it is not possible to do everything necessary to promote
the well-being of every creature. He of she recognizes that environmental protection
efforts sometimes fail. Yet he or she is motivated to act nonetheless. The cynicism com-
mon in environmental critics leads them to fall into the “perfectionist fallacy.” They
will argue that attempts to act on behalf of the interest of nonhuman entities will not
provide for a complete or total fulfillment of their needs, interests, or good; thus, such
attempts should not be made in the first place. But a recognition that one cannot help
all things at any given time to flourish does not mean that one should not do what one
can reasonably do to help some creatures to flourish. We admire those who are able to
bring about even a small improvement in the good of nonhuman entities.

In summary, the environmental vices that we want to avoid are traits or habits that
keep us from being open to the nonhuman world and the lives of nonhuman others,
unwilling or unable to determine what is in their interests, and unmotivated to pro-
mote the well-being of all the entities involved in our encounters with the natural
world. In the next section I conclude with an account of why benevolence should be
cultivated by anyone seeking to be an environmentally better person.

Why Caultivate Environmental Benevolence?

This question is a variation on the general question facing environmental virtue ethics:
Why cultivate environmental virtue at all? It has echoes of one of the fundamental

)

agent to flourish in ways that are appropriate to a rich, full, satisfying, environmentally
good life.? This answer reflects the nature of a life fully characteristic of benevolent
virtues as expanded into the biotic community. .

A life informed by benevolence will be a life that fosters goodwill between humans
and nonhuman creatures. Even when a natural entity cannot recognize the benevo-
lence in environmental actions, the feeling of goodwill that can develop among the
people doing the actions is a good. The various players in the Alaskan whale rescue
came away from that action with a greater sense of goodwill on the part of others, even
if those people had been adversaries on other environmental issues. This mutual good-
will can play an important role in forestalling further antagonisms when these same
people square off in other environmental encounters. Each will be more aware that the
other has been willing to avoid acting in solely self-interested ways, was willing to try
to understand how things are for the others, and was motivated to act in ways that pro-
mote common interests.
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The relationships that can develop when people display acts of environmental
benevolence can be more satisfying ones. When people act in ways that promote the

we value already in our lives. Cultivating environmental benevolence makes it possible
to have more such relationships, thereby enriching our own lives as well as those of
others.

tween their goals and those of the nonhuman world. Furthermore, because these are
goals of the expanded biotic community of which both humans and nonhumans are a
part, all can live better, richer, tuller, flourishing lives. Instead of seeing nonhuman en-

tion of benevolence makes it more likely that people can live a more harmonious life
with the natural world that enriches ourselves and others. 2

The value of benevolent practices comes from the fact that they allow us to feel
the interconnectedness we haye with other living things, other species, and €cosystems.
These practices allow us to fec] joy and happiness when all the members of a biotic
community flourish and to feel distress when confronted with the suffering of living
beings or with distressed, disturbed ecosystems. Beneficial practices allow us to experi-
ence the interrelatedness of al] things, living and nonliving. They allow us to realize
that we cannot act without affecting other living beings or other natural entities. Such
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CHAPTER @

Gluttony, Arrogance, Greed,
and Apathy: An Exploration

of Environmental Vice

Philip Cafaro

Search on vice in the Philosopher’s Index and not much comes up. Along with a lot of
articles with “vice versa” in their abstracts there is one book, which is not about vice
but about just political arrangements, and half a dozen articles, none well known, ac-
tually dealing with vice or particular vices.! Yet there are good reasons to explore vice.
Dramatically speaking, vice is more interesting than virtue: think Juferno versus Par-
adiso; think Lucifer versus any other character, including God, in Paradise Lost. More
important, the exploration of moral character has been one of the great steps forward
in the “virtue ethics” revival of the past two decades, and considering vice in addition
to virtue leads to a more complete treatment of moral character. How human beings
fail can tell us much about ourselves. Perhaps nowhere are our failures more apparent
than in our treatment of nature.

Public opinion polls repeatedly have shown that most Americans self-identify as
“environmentalists” and support strong policies to protect the environment.? Yet these
same people routinely behave in environmentally irresponsible ways. They plant
thirsty bluegrass lawns and pour poisons on them to keep them free of dandelions.
They buy gas-guzzling SUVs and drive them four blocks for a loaf of bread. We need
to ask why, when it comes to the environment, our actions are so out of sync with our
professed values, and we need to ask why in a way that leaves room for both political
and personal answers.

To some degree our political, economic, and technological systems present us with
environmentally unsustainable choices or strongly incline us in those directions. Our
politicians fund highways, not bike paths or mass transit; corporate advertising stimu-
lates environmentally costly desires, rather than encouraging contentment with what
we have. Still, as consumers and citizens we usually have real choices, and we often
choose the environmentally worse ones. No one forces us to buy big SUVs, build
three-car garages, or let our bicycles rust. This chapter argues that we do these things
because we are not the people we should be. Our poor environmental behavior stems,
in part, from particular character defects or vices. Among the most important of these
are gluttony, arrogance, greed, and apathy.?

To anticipate one criticism, exploring environmental vice at the individual level does
not mean ignoring the larger, systemic causes of environmental degradation. Creating
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sustainable societies will demand fundamental political change. Citizens across the globe
should work for the passage and enforcement of strong antipollution laws, more national
parks and wilderness areas, funding for mass transit and taxes on personal cars, and mea-
sures to limit human population growth. Above all, we should work to end the power of
large corporations to set environmental policy, directly or through their political tools. At
the same time, those of us who care about nature have a responsibility to choose wisely
in our everyday environmental decisions. The failures of our neighbors, or our leaders,
do not absolve us from our personal environmental responsibilities. The world is an un-
just place, but we should live justly within it.

in terms of how it undermines the happiness of individuals or their unlucky neigh-
bors.
Throughout the evolution of the Western tradition and despite much variety, four
commonalities tend to hold. First, selfishness and self-centeredness are condemned,
whereas legitimate self-concern and self-development are praised. For Aristotle, “every
virtue causes its possessors to be in a good state and to perform their functions well”; the
vices undermine proper human functioning and well-being.® For Aquinas, too, the no-
tion of virtue “implies the perfection of a power,” whereas vice leads to weakness, failure,
and, in extreme cases, a sort of disintegration of the self 1° Even Kant, despite his caution
V that love of “the dear self” lies at the root of immorality, also argues that we have a duty
to develop our talents and capabilities.!! Vices hinder this legitimate self-development.
ViCC Deﬁned Second, and as a consequence, the tradition insists that vice is both bad for indi-
viduals and harmful to their communities. Indeed, individual writers have sometimes
gone to extreme lengths here, arguing, for example, that we never benefit ourselves
when we wrong others.!2 More sensibly, the tradition has argued that moral shortcuts
to happiness in fact rend to place us on winding roads toward unhappiness. Sharp deal-
ing in business leads people to distrust us, and hence we do not prosper; avarice helps
us amass great wealth at the expense of our fellow citizens, who then hate us or plot
our demise. In this way, the tradition often appealed to a broadened self-interest in or-
der to convince people to act morally: our happiness is bound up with the happiness
of others. This approach has largely been abandoned by modern moral philosophy,
which has focused on direct appeals to altruism.

Third, the tradition sees vice as contradicting and eventually undermining reason,

hence destroying our ability to understand our proper place in the world and act
morally. Aristotle expresses this in his distinction between incontinence (the tendency
to pursue pleasure even when we know it is wrong to do so) and the full-blown vice of
intemperance (where the continued pursuit of illicit pleasure has so clouded our judg-
ment that we no longer recognize right from wrong)." The vices are habits of thought
and action. Left unchecked, they tend to cloud reason, the voice of both conscience
and prudence.
Fourth, and partly as a consequence of this diminished rationality, the tradition
sees vice as cutting us off from reality or at least from whart is most important in life.
This is most obvious in the late ancient and medieval periods; for Augustine and
Aquinas, sin and vice cut us off from God, the highest reality."* But we also see this
notion at work in Aristotle, where intemperance leads people to pursue gross physical
pleasures at the expense of activities such as science and contemplation that connect us
to higher things.!> We see it in early modern times in Montaigne, where the vice of
certainty blocks sustained inquiry into existence, and intolerance blinds us to our com.-
mon humanity and a true understanding of the human condition.16

What holds these four aspects of vice together is that they all involve harm: to our-
selves, to those around us, or to both. What constitutes harm, particularly beyond a core
of obviousness, has varied widely in the tradition, along with the particular conceptions
of human nature and the ultimate commitments held by philosophers. And until re-
cently, philosophers have paid scant attention to human harms to the environment—
or to the potential for those harms to rebound and harm us in turn.

In common usage, a “vice” is a personal habit, a social practice, or an aspect of human
character of which we disapprove. We may speak of a person’s habitual lying and nose
picking as vices, of more or less widely practiced activities such as smoking and gam-
bling as vices, and of character traits such as greed and gluttony as vices. From here on
in, when I speak of a vice, I mean it in the sense of a character trait.

In many cases, when people call a character trair a vice, there is nothing more in
their minds than a picture of certain behaviors and a swirl of negative emotions.
Thinking human beings aspire to something more than this. We believe that our vice
judgments can be right or wrong—or at least more or less plausible. We try to correct
or improve them. How?

Traditionally, Western philosophers have invoked the concept of harm in order to
clarify and justify their judgments about vice. A vice harms the vicious person, those
around him, or both. So, for example, gluttony may undermine the health of the glut-
ton or predispose him to pay insufficient attention to what is really important in life.
Avarice may tempt us to cheat our business partners or neglect the claims of justice and
charity. Sloth undermines our ability to pursue valuable projects that give our lives
meaning and which benefit society.

Judgments about the vices are thus derivative: they rest on particular concep-
tions of the “goods” that make up a good human life and on the general presuppo-
sition that the flourishing of the individual and society are important.® Lists of key
vices and specific conceptions of particular vices have changed, as notions of flour-
ishing have changed. Aristotle imagined human flourishing to consist largely in ful-
filling the roles of friend, householder, and citizen in a fourth—century Greek polis.
His “vices of character” hinder our performance of these roles and cut us off from
the benefits they provide.” For Thomas Aquinas, human happiness finds completion
in knowledge of and right relationship to God, in this world and the next. Hence, he
defined the vices partly in terms of them separating human beings from God. Hence
“worldliness” became a vice in the medieval tradition in a way that would not have
made sense to the Greeks. For Montaigne and increasingly in the modern world, a

sense of the preciousness and fragility of the individual self comes to the fore. Thus,
cruelty emerges as a major vice (and diversity becomes a societal virtue).8 Once again
as in Greek times, a vice’s evil is described not in terms of disobedience to God but
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Vice and Environmental Harm

Take a look at the arguments for environmental protection in op-ed pieces in the news-
papers, in articles in Sierra or Audubon magazines, or in the classic works of Aldo
Leopold or Rachel Carson.'” Sometimes environmentalists appeal to human altruism.
Air pollution from Midwestern power plants is killing trees and acidifying lakes in the
Appalachian Mountains; a proposed dam out West will drown a river and perhaps ex-
tinguish a rare fish species. This harm to nature is, or would be, wrong, based on na-
ture’s intrinsic worth—a worth that may be expressed more in aesthetic or spiritual
terms than directly in what philosophers recognize as ethical terms. As we are power-
ful, these arguments assert, so we should be just and merciful.

At least as often, environmentalists arguments appeal to human self-interest. We
should rein in water and air pollution because they harm human health. We should
preserve an undeveloped tract of prairie, an unroaded forest, a wild and undammed
river, because opportunities to know and appreciate nature will disappear if we do not
do so. Scientists and artists will lose chances to study and appreciate wild nature;
hunters, fishermen, and backpackers will lose recreational opportunities. We might be
able to live without these activities, but at least some of us would not be able to live
well or live the way we want to live.!8

Both sorts of arguments are ubiquitous in the environmental literature. Both can
be effective. One need not preclude the other. The first sort of argument finds direct
(or intrinsic) value in nature’s flourishing; the second sees human flourishing as de-
pendent on nature’s flourishing, which thus has derivative (or instrumental) value. In
either case, harms to nature are ethically important. During the past thirty years, most
environmental philosophers have focused on making the case for altruism, refining and
developing the first sort of argument. Recently some philosophers have focused on re-
fining and justifying the second sort of approach, arguing that we will be better and
happier people if we appreciate and protect nature. !9

The key idea behind such an environmental virtue ethics is that we cannot harm
nature without harming ourselves. A basic human flourishing depends on a healthy en-
vironment (lead exposure can damage children’s brains, leading to lower intelligence,
mental retardation, and death, at progressively higher levels of exposure). Full human
flourishing depends on a varied and stimulating environment, including accessible
wild areas that preserve the native flora and fauna (children who grow up without
chances to experience wild nature miss opportunities to appreciate beauty, understand
human history and prehistory, and reflect on their place in the world). The comple-
mentary insight is that human flourishing does 7ot depend on high levels of material
consumption. In fact, when the acquisition of material possessions leads us to ignore
higher pursuits, or when society’s overconsumption undermines nature’s health and in-
tegrity, our own lives suffer.

In her book Dirty Virtues, Louke van Wensveen shows thar environmentalists of-
ten assert that certain vices are at the base of environmentally harmful behavior.20 A
greedy factory owner dumps untreated pollutants into a stream, even though she knows
that it may harm fish in the stream or people who eat the fish. Gluttonous Americans
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consume too much food, energy, or raw materials; thus, we take more than we need
from the Earth. To justify such vice judgments, environmental philosophers must pro-
vide convincing accounts of the motivations behind antienvironmental behavior., And
they must show harm.

Consider how Aristotle discusses vice. In the Esbics, certain persistent and cohesive
aspects of human personality are defined as character traits, and certain character traits
are judged vices because they harm vicious individuals and those around them. Because
for Aristotle a human being can only flourish in a polis and because one’s happiness can-
not be completely divorced from that of one’s family, friends, and descendants, even the
vices that seem primarily to harm others have a potentially self-destructive aspect. There
are a number of well-worn paths by which other-directed harms may harm a selfish per-
son, including poisoning his relationships with others and undermining the social co-
hesion on which a functioning polis depends. Ultimately, self-harms and other-directed
harms cannot be completely separated.

The way to justify environmentalists’ vice talk is similar. We need to show how en-
vironmental vices—which may be largely the same as the traditional vices or may in-
clude many new ones—harm the vicious person directly. We need to show how they
harm those around him and future generations, people about whom he should care
(for one thing, the selfish persor’s happiness is not so easily separated from theirs as he
thinks). We must also show that there is another legitimate circle of moral concern, not
recognized by Aristotle or the philosophical tradition, pleaded for in Leopold’s Sand
County Almanac and by legions of environmentalists since then: the wider circle of
nonhuman nature. Harm within this circle is bad in itself, for it is real harm to enti-
ties that can flourish and are wonderful when they do flourish. And such harm re-
bounds, harming human communities and (sometimes) the individuals inflicting the
environmental harms. Aristotle places us in a social environment and defines human
flourishing accordingly. The fact that we also live in physical environments shows the
need for this more encompassing view of human flourishing and moral concern.?!

To anticipate another criticism, some philosophers will say that only when we
show how vices harm vicious persons themselves have we given the strongest possible
argument for their viciousness. Although I do think that showing the connection be-
tween vice and self-harm is one benefit of a virtue ethics approach, I see no reason to
limit our conception of harm to self-harm. Self-concern and concern for others are
both legitimate and necessary within ethics. There is something wrong with a person
who brings all of her actions to the test of her own happiness, even when they obvi-
ously affect others. Similarly, there is something wrong with ethical philosophies that
do so. An environmental virtue ethics may give us good self-interested reasons to rein
in our environmental vices; it does not seck to reduce all vice o self-interest.

On the other hand, I see nothing wrong with curbing our vices because we believe
that it is in our self-interest to do so. My colleague Holmes Rolston is worried that you
will treat nature right for the wrong reasons.”? I am more worried that you will not
treat nature right at all, and I believe that any reason that convinces you to treat na-
ture more gently is a good reason. Furthermore, a better understanding of our self-
interest should lead to less materialistic lifestyles and more time exploring nature. Rol-
ston’s arguments for nature’s intrinsic value deserve to prevail; they are more likely to




140  PHILIP CAFARO

prevail among people who have had experiences that help them understand and ap-
preciate them.

In the end, as in interpersonal ethics, a complete environmental ethics will have
to make a place for both altruism and enlightened self-interest. In truth we are all self-
interested, although not exclusively so. In truth, our flourishing and nature’s flourish-
ing are intertwined. In what follows, I discuss four key environmental vices: gluttony,
arrogance, greed, and apathy.?? If I can show how these vices lead to harm, that will be
all the justification you should need that they are worth reforming (certainly it is all
the justification you will ever be able to get). The greater the harm—to oneself, to oth-
ers, to nature, or to all three—the greater the incentive to reform.

Gluttony

“Gluttony: excess in eating and drinking” says my American Heritage Dictionary; the
Oxford English Dictionary adds that the word may also refer to an excessive desire for
food and drink and by a natural extension to many kinds of overindulgence (I may be
a glutton for punishment, learning, or cheap romance novels). Despite the word’s pe-
jorative connotations, we tend to take a relatively benign view of this vice today. Few
moralists treat overeating as a serious personal failing, on a par with such qualities as
selfishness or cruelty. Earlier thinkers took gluttony more seriously. Aristotle devoted
extensive attention to intemperance, defined as the vice regarding the pleasures of
touch: primarily food, drink, and sex. Saint Paul inveighed against those “whose God
is their belly.” Not only was gula considered one of the seven deadly sins, but early
church thinkers often put it at the head of the list.2

Perhaps the classic picture of the glutton is a man at table, stuffing in food with
both hands, sauces dribbling down his chins, belly pushing back the table as he oc-
casionally lurches into it. Unconcerned with quality, he is going for quantity. He does
not talk to his dinner companions, even to comment on the food. He is all desire;
there is something brutal and inhuman about him. Another picture of gluttony in-
volves two women sitting in a fancy restaurant, simpering over the tomato bisque.
One compares it with the soup she had at another restaurant three weeks ago; the
other describes a version she made from a recipe taken from Gourmet magazine. We
might call these women epicures rather than gluttons, and many would see nothing
wrong with their behavior. Gregory the Great, who helped define the seven deadly
sins for the medieval tradition, took a sterner and more encompassing view: “In an-
other manner are distinguished the kinds of gluttony, according to Saint Gregory. The
first is, eating before it is time to eat. The second is when a man gets himself too del-
icate food or drink. The third is when men eat too much, and beyond measure. The
fourth is fastidiousness, with great attention paid to the preparation and dressing of
food. The fifth is to eat too greedily. These are the five fingers of the Devil’s hand
wherewith he draws folk into sin.”?> Monkish quibbling? Or a recognition that be-
yond the health harms of gross gluttony, gourmandizing wastes our time and causes
us to pay less attention to what is truly important? It depends on your view of human
flourishing and the purpose of life.
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Neither of these pictures is particularly appealing, yet our disapproval could be
merely aesthetic. To show why gluttony is morally wrong, we must discuss the harms
it generates. In the case of gluttonous eating, the most obvious harms fall on the glue-
ton himself. Excessive eating leads to obesity, and the health dangers of obesity are well
documented in the scientific literature. Of the ten leading causes of death in America,
four show positive correlation to being overweight or the diet and activity patterns that
lead to being overweight?6 These include the three leading proximate causes of
death—heart disease, cancer, and cerebrovascular disease (stroke)—as well as diabetes
mellitus, the seventh leading cause. In addition to direct harms to health, obesity de-
creases happiness and well-being in less obvious ways that are harder to measure.?”
Overweight people tend to feel more lethargic. Obese individuals participate less often
in many enjoyable physical activities, from sports to sex (this is a positive feedback
problem: less physical activity leads to less energy, leading to less physical activity, etc.).
The surgeon general has concluded that obesity is a major health problem in the
United States.?®

With fine gluttony, the argument that it harms the glutton is less clear. Gour-
mands may find a lot of pleasure savoring the sauces and comparing the wines. Gre-
gory did not have to worry about whether his monks were enjoying themselves, but for
most of us today pleasure is at least part of what we want out of life. Even from a he-
donistic perspective, however, we may wonder whether developing a taste for finer
things will lead to happiness in the long run. If we are no longer able to enjoy simple
meals, or forget Seneca’s words that “hunger is the best spice,” or pay more attention
to how our cooking turned out than to the friends around our table, or eat such rich
foods that we get gout, the gourmet life may lead away from happiness. Too, our time
is limited. Attention to trivia can lead us to neglect more important things.

So gluttony takes a direct toll on gluttons, but it also has environmental costs. In
America, 1,265 species are listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered
Species Act: 519 animals and 746 plants.?® The causes of extinction are complex, but
scientists generally agree that habitat loss is primary. A comprehensive study has found
habitat degradation/loss implicated as a cause for 85 percent of threatened and endan-
gered species in the United States.*® Crucially, in analyzing the causes of habitat loss,
the study identifies agriculture (principally row cropping) as the leader, affecting fully
38 percent of all endangered species. Livestock grazing is also important, affecting 22
percent. In addition, agriculture is an important contributor to several other major
causes of endangerment, including water developments such as reservoirs and dams
(affecting 30 percent of species) and pollutants (20 percent).?!

Now just as food consumption drives agricultural production, so food overcon-
sumption fuels a more environmentally harmful and intensive agriculture. A recent,
comprehensive study by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Unit
estimated that in 2000, Americans consumed an average of 2,800 calories per day, 25
percent more than the 2,200 calories needed to supply their nutritional and energy
needs.? This translates directly into increased agricultural demand. All else being equal,
Americans’ habit of consuming approximately 25 percent more calories than necessary
increases the amount of land needed to grow crops and graze animals by 25 percent. It
increases the amount of pollutants dumped onto agricultural lands and running off into
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rivers and streams by 25 percent.”® Excess food consumption harms Americans’ health;
if we take ecosystemn health to include clean rivers and streams and robust populations of
our native flora and fauna, we must conclude that excess food consumption also harms
environmental health.

Because ecosystem health and human health are connected, a complete account of
the harms of gluttony must extend further. Unhealthy ecosystems lead to direct human
harms, for example, when people sicken from the air or water pollution generated by
huge livestock confinement facilities. Ecosystem sickness also leads to intellectual and
spiritual losses, as a dull and lifeless agricultural landscape becomes a bore to live and
work in. Even if this landscape remains productive of agricultural products, it may no
longer be productive of happy and healthy human beings.?* In Illinois only one-ten
thousandth of the original 37 million acres of tall-grass prairie remains: 3,500 acres oc-
curring in small, isolated conservation areas.* Living in 2 monotonous sea of corn and
soybeans has probably taken a toll on the minds of Illinois farmers.

Gluttony reminds us that the vices, although often selfish, harm both ourselves
and others. Food overconsumption harms our health and lowers life expectancy, but it
also harms nature. These harms to nature rebound, in turn, and cause new kinds of
harm to human and nonhuman beings. So that in the end, it becomes difficult to sep-
arate harms to self and harms to others, harms to people and harms to nature. Our
flourishing is tied up with the flourishing of others.

On the other hand, the example of gluttony reminds us that the calculus of harms
does not always come out as neatly as moralists want it to. For the past thirty years,
books like Frances Moore Lappé&s Diet for a Small Planet have argued that overeating
in the wealthy nations leads to Third World hunger.>® The argument has developed
momentum by virtue of endless repetition, but empirical studies show that the con-
nection does not hold. Work by Amartya Sen and others suggests instead that politi-
cal and economic factors within Third World countries are most important in causing
famines and malnutrition: particularly civil war, indifferent governments, and terrible
poverty.” This does not mean that rich, fat Americans should not do more to help the
world’s poor; it means that eating less food is unlikely to help feed them. However, eat-
ing less will lessen our agricultural footprint, helping all those other species that com-
pete with us for habitat and resources. Gluttony’s other-directed harms fall primarily
on nonhuman others.

Again, the moralist may want to say that gluttony, like all vices, inevitably harms
the glutton herself. But gluttony shows us that we may refine our vices, so as to direct
more of their harm—perhaps 4// of their harm—toward others. I may dine out three
times a week in spectacular restaurants, eating and drinking my way through my chil-
dren’s inheritance—without neglecting to hit the gym the next day, thus staying quite
healthy. I may cook spectacular meals for myself and my friends, thoroughly enjoy
both, and maximize my own pleasure—while greatly increasing my environmental
harms. On average, it takes one cup of oil to grow, harvest, store, ship, and sell each
cup of food (dry weight) consumed by Americans. Fine gluttony greatly increases this
aspect of our agricultural footprint, as “the market” flies fish from New Zealand to
Denver or strawberries from Chile to New York in January. This causes #s no harm;
furthermore, we may still get out and enjoy nature, perhaps even flying to New
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Zealand or Chile to hike and ski. Still, a more comprehensive and accurate account of
harm will teach us that we should limit our agricultural footprint and accommodate
ourselves more to locally available foods. All important, unnecessary harm is wrong.
Although it is possible to live a life in which we largely externalize the costs of our glut-
tony, we should not do so.

Virtue ethicists emphasize the childishness of gluttony. Aristotle believed that there
is something crude and undeveloped in a person who secks all happiness in the simplest
ways.”® “The gross feeder is a man in the larva state,” wrote Henry Thoreau, “and there
are whole nations in that condition, nations without fancy or imagination, whose vast
abdomens betray them.” Similarly, virtue ethicists assert that self-development and
lasting satisfaction come not through gluttony but through pursuing more adult plea-
sures and activities. “When someone lacks understanding,” wrote Aristotle, “his desire
for the pleasant is insatiable and secks indiscriminate satisfaction.” In contrast, the
pleasures of love and friendship, aesthetic appreciation and the pursuit of knowledge,
will not pale or lead us to behave unjustly.

Traditionally, the virtue opposed to gluttony was temperance or moderate use. We
may also speak of gratitude as a complementary virtue. Consider an American Thanks-
giving. Originally it was a day set aside to thank the Lord for physical and spiritual sus-
tenance, with roots in Indian green corn ceremonies with similar motivations, Now
Thanksgiving is often just another excuse for Americans to pig out. The next day, we
go shopping. I do not think that the answer to this is to fast on Thanksgiving but,
rather, to give thanks, thoughtfully and sincerely. With gratitude will come under-
standing and acceptance of our environmental responsibilities.

Arrogance

With no other virtue/vice complex have Western attitudes varied so much as with
pride, humility, and arrogance. The Sermon on the Mount exhorts us to live lives of
meekness and humility. For Christians pride is a vice, because human beings are infi-
nitely inferior to God and essentially equal to one another. We often go wrong in our
social dealings precisely through a desire to assert our superiority over others. Con-
trarily, the ancient pagans tended to view pride as a necessary part of a good life. Be-
cause self-knowledge and striving to live well helped define the good life, if one lived
well, one knew it and commended oneself for it. Humility was at best a just judgment
of one’s own mediocrity and at worst a failure to understand true human excellence
and whether one had achieved it.4!

We are heirs to this complex heritage. On the one hand, we condemn those who
lord it over others. We dislike braggarts and prefer heroes who credit others for their
successes or who downplay them. On the other hand, we scoff at obsequious people.
We encourage our children to take pride in their schoolwork and other efforts and are
proud of their achievements.

If we look to the harm criterion, I believe we will make a place for a proper pride as
a virtue, with obsequiousness as one vice and arrogance as another. As Kant, our greatest
exponent of egalitarian morality, puts it, we have no right to disrespect humanity in our
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own person; nor should we encourage others to do so through excessive meekness. Fur-
thermore, part of our legitimate motivation for treating others morally is a sense that we
exalt our own humanity in the process.? Still, arrogance—an overvaluation of ourselves
and an undervaluation of others—remains a vice. The human harms that arrogance leads
to are obvious, as we selfishly place our own interests far ahead of other people’s.

Environmentalists and environmental philosophers see a similar arrogance in
much of our treatment of nature. “Christian as well as non-Christian ecowriters warn
against the prideful attitude that makes us humans think we are number one in the
universe,” Louke van Wensveen writes, “that we are . . . ‘central and in control’.” She
notes that “the Latin term for pride, superbia, translates the Greek huperbios, which
means ‘above life’,” and “the Latin term humilitas literally suggests closeness to ‘hu-
mus’, ie., ‘soil’ or ‘ground’.”#® An early attempt to articulate a better environmental
ethics was titled “the arrogance of humanism.”* Today philosophers speak of the ar-
rogance of “anthropocentrism,” the vain and selfish view that human beings alone are
worthy of respect, whereas everything else in the world, including several million other
species of life, only has value if it is useful to humans.

Arrogant indifference to nature and arrogant indifference to people often go to-
gether. For four decades, Chevron and Shell have been drilling for oil in the Niger
Delta, making billions of dollars for their companies, their shareholders, and Nigeria’s
successive military and civilian dictators. Little of this wealth has made its way into the
hands of the delta’s inhabitants, who have had to bear the brunt of the environmental
harms of oil drilling. These have included poisoned water and diminished fisheries,
leading to sickness and hunger for many inhabitants. Efforts to protect the environ-
ment and other local interests have been brutally suppressed. Ken Saro-Wiwa and eight
other leaders of the Ogoni people were executed following a show trial in 1995. Since
then other activists have been jailed and tortured, as documented in a 200-page report
from Human Rights Watch.%

In May 1998, more than 100 activists from the Ilaje people occupied a Chevron
drilling platform and service barge in an effort to force the company’s management to
negotiate with them. Activists’ demands included clean drinking water, electricity, en-
vironmental reparations for nearby villages, and rebuilding of eroding riverbanks. With
work on the barge stopped, Chevron was losing money. After four days and while the
activists believed they were still in negotiations, Chevron flew in members of the
Nigerian military, who opened fire on the unarmed occupiers, shooting two of them
dead. The rest were taken off to prison and tortured.%

The Nigerian armed forces were brought in on Chevron contractors’ helicopters
and given bonus pay by the contractor; the decision to bring them in was made by
Chevron management. Nigeria's armed forces and police are notorious for human
rights abuses. By bringing in the military and sending the activists off to jail, oil com-
pany managers knew what they were buying.

Bola Oyinbo, one of eleven protesters arrested, reported being handcuffed and
hung from a ceiling hook for five hours, in an effort to extract a confession of piracy
and destruction of property. The radio program Democracy Now asked Bill Spencer, a
Chevron contractor in charge of servicing the barge, what he thought of the torture
endured by Oyinbo and others:
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Spencer: 1 don’t think anybody here was under the impression that when
you go to jail in Nigeria, it’s pleasant.

Q- Was there concern about the young people who were held in deten-
tion. Was there any follow up?

A: By me? Not at all. No.
Q: Were you concerned about them in detention?

A: T was more concerned about 200 people who work for me. I could care
less about the people from the village, quite frankly.

Q: Once your people were safe . . .

A:  Did I personally have any concern for them, not one little bit. No.

The arrogance here is blatant. With this view of the Niger Delta’s inhabitants, it
is hard to imagine Spencer or the other oil men working there having much concern
for the delta’s fisheries or wildlife. Indeed, coming to Nigeria seems to provide them
with a well-paid moral holiday. As Spencer puts it: “I'm not leading a moral campaign.
We're just here to work. Strictly commercial venture. Not a political one.”

But Chevron’s and Shell’s activities have enormous political consequences. Qil
provides the government with 80 percent of its revenues. That money helped prop up
military dictatorships for more than thirty years. The oil companies got what they
wanted: zero accountability for the environmental and human harms caused by their
activities, hence maximum profits. Only the Nigerian people suffered. Here is Bill
Spencer again, on that subject:

Democracy Now: Do you have any reservation about working with those
forces [Nigerian armed forces and police] knowing or acknowledging they
can in fact be ruthless?

Spencer: No, I don’t know. Life is tough here. And people, you often hear
it said, that life is cheap here. I guess it is. It’s looked at a lictle differently. 1
think that that's something that doesnt happen in our society. Life is a little
more maybe precious or something. I think here or any of these developing
countries it tends to be a little cheaper.

It is fascinating to see how arrogance can dim a man’s sense of moral responsibil-
ity. This is how it 75 here, Spencer says, as if he and the oil companies are not helping
to create the conditions in Nigeria from which they profit. But read the words of the
activists describing what they hope to achieve: clean water, secure food, education for
their children, and some say in how they are governed and how their environment is
managed. They seem to think that their lives and the lives of their children are precious.
Now we can begin to understand why Chevron managers prefer to send in the armed
forces to kill these people and crush their spirit, rather than meet with them. If they
heard them speak and looked them in the eyes, they would be forced to see them as
human beings. That might get in the way of maximizing profits.

Examples of corporate arrogance are legion; arrogant environmental destruction by
individuals is just as common. A good example in the United States is off-road vehicle
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(ORV) use. Over the past three decades, ORVs have created major, well-documented
harms to our public lands. Four-wheelers have carved tens of thousands of miles of il-
legal roads onto our national forests, degrading wildlife habitat and causing erosion.
Snowmobiles in Yellowstone National Park stampede wildlife and cause such serious air
pollution that entrance guards have been forced to wear respirators. Jet skis dump up to
one-quarter of their oil and gas directly into lakes and rivers, polluting them. While they
trash nature, ORV users ruin the experience of other recreationists—who happen to be
the vast majority of visitors to national parks and national forests.

The arrogance of many ORV users is palpable. Magazines such as Petersent 4-
Wheel & OfF-Road ot 4-Wheel Drive and Sport Utility Magazine are filled with macho
posturing. “Bud Vandermel chose to display some attitude coupled with Chevy
prowess when building his *78 Scottsdale off-roader,” begins a typical article: “Want-
ing to run with the big trucks, or wanting them to follow, Bud’s off-road machine
needed to be tall, and it needed to display dominance. To get the altitude, Bud in-
stalled 8-inch Skyjacker Softride leaf springs.”* When Bud revs up his truck and heads
into the backcountry, crashing through small trees and leaving tire tracks in the streams
are part of the experience. At a minimum, ORVers do not care about their effects on
the places they are tearing up. For some of them, harming nature is part of the fun.

These arrogant practices showcase important aspects of the vices. First, they tend
to make us selfish. The ORV magazines rarely mention the obvious environmental
harms ORVs cause or how annoying they are to other public lands users. In an exten-
sive review, the few mentions I found of environmental harms all focused on the “en-
vironmental extremists” or “eco-wackos” complaining about them. Second, as Aristo-
tle emphasizes, the vices corrupt our reasoning abilities® In eight years teaching
environmental ethics, I have read term papers on most major environmental issues,
and some of the most illogical, rhetorically overblown, and willfully confused ones
have been discussions of the ethics of ORV use by ORV enthusiasts. Third, vices come
from and lead to crude views of the good life and make it hard to appreciate better ones.
In discussing the experience of off-roading the emphasis is on fun, excitement, “the
adrenaline rush.” That is what people want—and it has nothing to do with under-
standing or appreciating nature. Indeed, it makes it harder for ORVers or anyone else
to do so.

Vice cuts us off from reality, according to Thomas Aquinas. The arrogance of an-
thropocentrism cuts people off from the reality of nature. ORV users arrogantly de-
stroy the wild nature that others want to appreciate and whiz through it so fast that
they learn nothing about it themselves. In the Niger Delta, Chevron and Shell are ar-
rogantly displacing traditional ways of life based on small-scale agriculture and sus-
tainable fishing. Anthropocentrism as an intellectual outlook also cuts us off from re-
ality, as we ignore nature’s stories and tell truncated and false stories about ourselves.*

In the pursuit of virtue, practices and laws are crucial. ORV use is a good example
of a practice that encourages anthropocentrism. If we want to live environmentally re-
sponsible lives, we will have to cultivate practices that lock in habits and ways of look-
ing at the world that are nonanthropocentric. As Aristotle says, we learn to act morally
by instilling proper habits, not by arguments. Activities such as bird-watching, trout
fishing, wildlife photography, and backcountry camping instruct us in nature’s diver-
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sity and beauty each time we engage in them. They teach us nature’s stories, sharpen-
ing our senses and quieting our minds enough to appreciate them.’! We should en-
courage our children in these practices—and we should keep them from engaging in
what might seem like harmless fun on ORVs.>

For the irredeemably arrogant, of course, we need laws. Current efforts in the
United States to replace strong environmental laws with voluntary environmental pro-
tection must be exposed and defeated. And as Peter Singer has recently argued, we
must create an international legal order in which Chevron, Shell, and other corpora-
tions are held accountable for encouraging human rights abuses and propping up
t}frannical regimes that abuse their own people.”® Similarly, we must develop strong,
binding international agreements to halt global warming, preserve endangered species
and ecosystems, and reverse human population growth. Nothing less than this will suc-
ceed in preserving the flourishing natural world that an environmental virtue ethics in-
sists is the prerequisite for human flourishing.

We cannot be good people without appreciating and developing those aspects of
our humanity that distinguish us from the rest of nature: our abstract reason, our com-
plex culture. Yet exalting our humanity does not mean focusing exclusively on these
differences or setting ourselves up as tyrants over the rest of creation. Rather, the more
we preserve and appreciate nature’s beauty, the more we will flourish ourselves. The
greater our moral restraint, the more a proper human pride will be justified.>

Greed

Greed is “an excessive desire to acquire or possess more than what one needs or de-
serves, especially with respect to material wealth.” It is natural to enjoy material pos-
sessions; it is necessary, in modern society, to deal with money. But the desire for
wealth may prove excessive for several reasons. It may leave us perpetually unsatisfied;
as one philosopher puts it, greed is “an insatiable longing” that actual possession can-
not slake.”® The greedy person is often portrayed as rich. He has more than most peo-
ple, more, perhaps, than he knows what to do with. Still, it is not enough. Greed may
also lead us to neglect other, more important aspects of life. Another picture of greed
is the miser counting gold pieces, alone in a windowless room, without friends, with-
out interest in the world outside. The clink, clink, clink of each coin as it hits the pile
echoes hollowly down the empty halls.

These are just images, of course, proving nothing. To show greed’s viciousness, we
must explore how too great an emphasis on money or possessions leads to harm. We
must show, too, that there are limits to what we need, deserve, or really can use here.

Greed is perhaps the most selfish-making vice; in its grip we become incapable of
generosity and immune to the demands of justice. When Andrew Carnegie and Henry
Clay Frick broke the Homestead steelworkers strike in 1892, they were among the
wealthiest men in America, but they had no intention of sharing any more of that
wealth with their workers than they could possibly avoid. No claims of justice, no con-
sideration of the good uses their workers could put that money to or the sheer point-
lessness of them amassing any more wealth, made any impression.
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Cases such as Homestead or the oil companies’ injustices in Nigeria show how
greed can lead to great injustice. But even everyday, small-scale greed can lead to im-
portant harms, accentuating differences in wealth, fueling envy in the poor and vanity
in the rich, and undermining the social bonds necessary for a happy society. Christians
have criticized avarice above all for these social harms. “Now shall you understand that
the relief for avarice is mercy and pity in large doses,” Chaucer’s Parson says: “Cer-
tainly, the avaricious man shows no pity nor any mercy to the needy man; for he de-
lights in keeping his treasure and not in the rescuing or relieving of his fellow Churist-
ian.”" Aquinas condemned the hoarding of unnecessary possessions in clear terms,
stating that “whatever a man has in superabundance is owed, of natural right, to the
poor for their sustenance.”® To grasp possessions beyond this limit is unjust and idol-
atrous: the worship of Mammon.

To the traditionally recognized social harms of greed, environmentalists add harms
to nature. Greed leads to environmental harms in three ways. First, when profit is placed
over all other goals, greed leads businesspeople to break environmental laws or do the
minimum necessary to comply with them. For example, a factory hog farm might be
highly profitable; still, its owner wants more money. He doubles his hog sheds, increas-
ing the stink breathed by the neighbors and his poorly paid workers. The resultant in-
crease in manure overstresses his waste lagoons, causing overflows into a nearby river.
This kills fish and other wildlife, drives anglers and canoers from the river, and decreases
property values for dozens of his neighbors. Unfortunately, it is easy to find real exam-
ples where businesspeople break or bend environmental laws in pursuit of profit.””

Second, greed undermines the democratic political process. In his final year as
CEO of Halliburton, an oilfield services and construction firm, Dick Cheney earned
$26.4 million in compensation.®® Upon taking office as U.S. vice president a year later,
Cheney’s main job was to chair a task force charged with setting U.S. energy policy. Its
recommendations, developed in meetings closed to the public but open to friends and
colleagues from the energy industries, read like a wish list from those same industries,
including rollbacks of environmental regulations and tens of billions of dollars in un-
necessary subsidies for new energy development. In the Bush administration, in one
governmental department after another, industry lobbyists and managers are “regulat-
ing” their own industries, lining their friends’ pockets just as their own pockets will be
lined when they return to private life. In Cheney’s case he does not even have to wait,
for he continues to receive compensation from Halliburton while serving as vice pres-
ident.®! These are clear cases of greed trumping the public interest.

Third, greed leads to environmental harms by helping drive overconsumption
among the general populace. Americans use vastly more oil, coal, water, metals, and
other resources than our grandparents did, largely because we purchase lots of unnec-
essary things. Four and five year olds badger their parents for the latest plastic action
figures and video games, which soon enough are dispatched to overflowing landfills.

Middle-aged men with flagging libidos acquire mysterious desires for large, powerful
cars—no matter that they already own cars or that the new Porsche or Hummer gets
one-third the gas mileage and generates three times the CO, of the family’s Taurus. All
this overconsumption makes a pitiful enough spectacle, but the more important point
is that it leads to great harms to nature. Human beings compete with millions of other
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species for the habitat and resources needed to survive. Like Carnegie and Frick 100
years ago we are willing to destroy other lives or monopolize the resources needed to
preserve them for the most trivial reasons. At a minimum, justice would seem to de-
mand that we avoid consumption that does zothing to further our happiness. But greed
leads us on to ever more consumption.

In these ways, greed harms nature. But it also harms greedy people themselves. In
the first place, there is no strong connection between increased wealth and happiness.
Sages and philosophers have taught that “money can't buy happiness” for millennia—
now science is starting to confirm it. Numerous studies in America have shown that be-
yond the poorest 10 to 15 percent of the population, there is no statistically significant
correlation between wealth and subjective or objective measures of happiness.®? You are
no more likely to be happy earning $4,000,000 per year than $40,000. The factors that
correlate most strongly with happiness are security of income—having some assurance
that you and your family will have enough—and getting along well with your fellow
workers and your spouse. But having some assurance that one has enough depends on
being able to recognize that one has enough. Greedy people find this hard to do. Fur-
thermore, studies have shown that people with more materialistic outlooks on life tend
to have poor interpersonal relationships.®? So the most proven, effective means to happi-
ness tend to be beyond the reach of greedy people—no matter how wealthy they are.

Beyond the fact that material possessions are largely irrelevant to happiness, psy-
chological studies show that a materialistic outlook on life tends to undermine happi-
ness. One group of psychologists report:

A growing body of research demonstrates that people who strongly orient
toward "values such as money, possessions, image, and status report lower
subjective well-being. For example, [several studies] have shown that when
people rate the relative importance of extrinsic, materialistic values as high
in comparison to other pursuits (e.g., self-acceptance, affiliation, commu-
nity feeling), lower quality of life is also reported. Late adolescents with a
strong materialistic value orientation report lower self-actualization and vi-
tality, as well as more depression and anxiety.5¢

Other studies have replicated these findings with college students and older adults.

Why are materialists less satisfied with life? One review article has considered var-
ious hypotheses and concluded that there is good evidence for three of them. First, ma-
terialists have poorer social lives, thus undermining their subjective well-being. (but
whether materialism is cause or effect remains unclear; unhappy people may grasp at
materialistic values like straws). Second, it appears that “working toward material goals
is less rewarding in the moment than working toward other goals.” Anyone who has
worked jobs that were enjoyable and challenging and jobs that were not knows this al-
ready. Third, the evidence suggests that the gap between what people have and what
they want is more pronounced in the material realm than in other areas of life; hence
focusing on material goals fosters dissatisfaction. It leads to a race to get and spend that
leaves many people feeling hurried and harassed.®

Philosophers, following Thomas Aquinas, will add that materialism pales because
it involves turning away from real goods to apparent goods.¢ When we are greedy, we
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neglect the real goods of activities for mere passive possession (the bird-watcher with
top-of-the-line Zeiss binoculars who rarely gets up to hear the dawn chorus, the
spoiled teenager with a fifteen-piece drum kit sitting unused in the basement). We re-
ject the real goods of relationships for the apparent goods of triumphing over others
(the CEO who cheats his employees out of their expected pension benefits and trades
in his wife for a younger model). We neglect fulfilling, socially useful work for the trap-
pings of status or success (the millionaire plastic surgeon specializing in boob jobs ver-
sus the humble pediatrician who volunteers at a free clinic twice a month).

In an excellent study of the seven deadly sins, Henry Fairlie notes that different so-
cieties predispose their members to different vices.”” In America, we are raised to be
greedy. Never before has a nation been so relentessly bombarded by advertising; the av-
erage American child sees hundreds of thousands of television commercials by the time
he or she reaches adulthood. Advertising emphasizes consumption as the primary means
to happiness and works by increasing our dissatisfaction with life. As one marketer puts
it: “Advertising at its best is making people feel that without their product, you're a loser.
Kids are very sensitive to that. . . . You open up emotional vulnerabilities, and it’s very
casy to do with kids because they’re the most emotionally vulnerable.”®®

This education in greed does not stop with childhood. Our colleges and universi-
ties teach applied avarice in their economics classes and business schools. At election
time, candidates work to convince us that they can increase economic growth, without
asking whether that growth will make us happier or better people. Institutions that
once spoke out against materialism, above all the churches, have largely fallen silent
about its dangers.®’

We cannot eradicate the vices from human beings. However, there are practical
steps we can take to limit greed and promote its contrasting virtues: thrift, modesty,
generosity, and contentment. Individuals can focus on engaging in activities, rather
than purchasing things. We can share things: buying a new lawnmower with several
neighbors, for example, rather than buying one alone. We can stop watching television,

eliminating much of the commercial incitement to greed from our lives. We can find
alternatives to “recreational shopping” and other activities that cause wasteful con-
sumption and leave us feeling unsatisfied.

At the political level, communities should ban billboards and commercial adver-
tising in public schools. They should reguire recycling: current voluntary systems en-
sure that those who most need to learn restraint do not do so. More ambitiously, com-
munities could pass sumptuary laws: limiting the size of houses, for example, to
decrease human impacts on the landscape and standing incitements to envy. Beyond
their direct environmental benefits, such measures would send a powerful, socially
sanctioned message that greed is bad. Taking these personal and political steps would
be good for us and good for nature.

Apathy

“Apathy” comes from the Greek apatheia, “without feeling”; one synonym in old En-
glish was unlust.”® It is perhaps best understood as a lack: “lack of interest or concern,
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espe.:cially regarding matters of general importance or appeal . . . lack of emotion or
feeling; impassiveness.”” There is a close connection between apathy and laziness
Over the course of the Middle Ages, the two vices of zistitia (pessimism, despair) anci
accidia (apathy, “dryness of spirit”) merged and morphed into the c;rdinal sin of
sloth.”? Calling apathy and sloth vices, or sins, emphasizes the active nature of d
human life. e

Apathy is a key environmental vice, for several reasons. Our default procedures
t).rpically harm the environment, whereas doing better takes work, especially initially:
blcy.cling to work rather than driving a car, setting up recycling bins rather than JuZt
tossing our garbage. One pop philosopher connects #// our moral failures to laziness
and if this perhaps goes too far, it is true that doing right requires effort.”> Often WC’
need to think our way toward better environmental solutions, and apathy shows i)tself
in lazy thinking as well as in halfhearted action or inaction. Sluggish thinking tends to
.be selfish, short-term, and unimaginative. It reinforces passivity, as when my students’
inability to imagine any way forward beyond American car culture, combined with
their understanding of its environmental harms, leaves them feeling defeated and
hopeless.

. Thankfully, some of my students are not apathetic but, rather, are filled with pas-
sion arlld energy: to save Yellowstone’s buffalo or Colorado’s prairie dogs, to convince
the university to purchase more recycled paper and wind power. Here, though, another
problem can crop up, for too often their passions burn bright and flare out after a se-
mester or two of activity, leaving them apathetic and disengaged. This is not just an is-
sue for students learning about environmental issues for the first time; “burnout”
among activists is a major problem for environmental groups, which depend on grass-
roots strength to combat the overwhelming monetary advantages of their opponents.
When activists burn out, particular environmental efforts lose continuity and focus.”

. The harms to nature from apathy are obvious: the old growth is cut, the refuge is
drilled, the endangered species disappears. Polls might say that the great majority of
the ‘population supports preserving old growth, wilderness areas, or endangered
species, but it is no matter if an active, eloquent few do not speak up on their behalf
‘The. broadest and most prevalent error requires the most disinterested virtue to sus-.
tain it,” wrote Henry Thoreau, discussing his own society’s apathetic acceptance of
slavery.”>

Apathy’s harms to people are just as clear. Most simply, apatheia feels bad. A pas-
sive life is dull and boring. It lacks the engagement and interest in the world that are
keys to happiness. It makes life seem meaningless, and meaning is as important as
brez.id for living a fully human life.”® Environmental apathy is especially pernicious for
environmentalists; arguably, a person who has a strong sense of nature’s beauty and

worth, yet who cannot summon the energy to try to protect it, fails to live up to his or
her full humanity.”” Nothing makes us more fully human than the ability to articulate
and live up to our ethical values. Environmentalists who do not act on their beliefs for-
feit moral integrity.

With its focus on human flourishing, the virtue ethics tradition has generally
praised the active life.”® According to Aristotle, “Virtue is an ability [or power; dy-
namis) that is productive and preservative of goods, and an ability for doing goc;d in
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many and great ways, actually in all ways in all things.””” “By wirtue and power I mean
the same thing,” wrote Spinoza: a power that allows us to become more fully our-
selves.®® Giving in to apathy means acquiescing in powerlessness. It means allowing
others to circumscribe your life and your children’s lives. Fighting for a special place or
a beloved species, although it opens us up to disappointment, engages a basic human
capability for political action. One of my students astutely suggests vulnerability and
ambition as two virtues opposed to apathy.

A fear of vulnerability was partly behind the Stoic cultivation of apatheia as a
virtue. Indifference toward “externals” beyond one’s control allowed a person to take
charge of his life and achieve happiness, the Stoics believed, while an unemotional ra-
tionality helped further just and successful action out in the world. The Stoic approach
holds some appeal. It can further focus, hence effectiveness. Environmentalists do need
to avoid fretting about events beyond our control, in a world with immense environ-
mental problems and too much information about them. Nevertheless, cultivating en-
vironmental apathy seems misguided, for our happiness and flourishing depend, to an
important degree, on flourishing natural and human communities. These must be de-
fended. Environmentalists also want to explore and connect with these communities,
which necessarily involves caring for them. There are many benefits to caring—but
they cannot be divorced from the pain we feel when that which we care for is harmed.

Still, a person sometimes might be happier not caring about the environment and
just living in it. From an individual point of view, being a free rider might make sense.
In my home state of Colorado, many people take the attitude: “T'll float the rivers and
ski the mountains, build my second home in prime elk habitat, enjoy it while I can,
and not worry about tomorrow.” These people may be happier than the people sitting
through four-hour-long city council meetings, waiting nervously for a chance to speak
for two minutes in favor of a new zoning ordinance. After all, you cannot sit in a meet-
ing room and ski fresh powder at the same time. But with too many free riders, too
much selfishness, the environment will be degraded, and soon enough the people liv-
ing within it will suffer. I believe that those of us who enjoy nature’s benefits have a
duty to try to preserve it: for our communities and for future generations, for nature’s
sake and for our own.

In a recent article, Louke van Wensveen argues that genuine virtues must help en-
sure ecosystem sustainability.?! As the virtues are virtues because they contribute to hu-
man flourishing and as flourishing is an ongoing project, the virtues must help secure
the conditions necessary for their own cultivation. Traditionally, philosophers have
emphasized the need to sustain the socia/ conditions necessary for flourishing; today
the evidence is clear that sustaining necessary environmental conditions is just as im-
portant. Wensveen’s position seems unassailable.’ It sets minimum standards for en-
vironmental concern that any plausible virtue ethics needs to uphold. Generalizing the
point and shifting the focus from virtue to vice, I contend that any character trait,
habit, institution, or way of life that cannot be sustained indefinitely is vicious. Fur-
thermore, any character trait, habit, institution, or way of life whose current pursuit
jeopardizes the well-being of others, now or in the future, is unjust. Apathy and indif-
ference are socially and environmentally unsustainable. They cause, or allow, great
harm. By these criteria, they are vices.
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To fight apathy, we must find sustainable ways to engage in politics. Ideally, we
will find political roles that we enjoy. Failing that, we will have to come up with tasks
that we can tolerate for restricted amounts of time. Here we see particularly well the
limits of general rules and prescriptions in ethics. People are different and suited to dif-
ferent social roles. The idea that you should engage in particular political activities will
almost certainly fail to motivate sustained action. Instead, find out what you are good
at and what you find enjoyable. Perhaps you like the excitement and combat of polit-
ical campaigns; or the fleeting, minor celebrity of writing newspaper editorials; or the
quiet, anonymous analysis of complex government policy proposals. Perhaps you
would prefer teaching children the names of the flowers and birds in the local woods.
All these activities are necessary in the ongoing struggle for nature.

To fight apathy and despair, we also need to find ways to escape from politics.®3
Aldo Leopold wrote that the price of an ecological education is to walk through a
world of wounds. Leopold spent a good part of his life speaking out for wildlife and
wilderness preservation, working politically to heal the wounds. But he also spent
many hours planting trees and filling gullies on his sand county farm and many more
hours hunting, fishing, bird-watching, snowshocing, canoeing, and horse packing. No
matter how dismal the environmental policies of the Soil Conservation Service or the
State of Wisconsin were, Leopold could see the slow healing of land on his farm. No
matter how often the Forest Service or Park Service punched roads into wilderness or
exterminated predators, he found opportunities to explore and connect with wild na-
ture. Leopold crafted a life that he found enjoyable and meaningful, that sustained him
and made possible his lasting contributions to conservation. Our challenge is to do
likewise. In the end, action is the only answer to apathy.®

Conclusion

Why do we harm nature? Because we are ignorant. Because we are selfish. Because we
are gluttonous, arrogant, greedy, and apathetic. Because we do not understand our ob-
ligations to others or our own self-interest. We falsely assume that we can keep sepa-
rate harms to nature and harms to humanity, harms to others and harms to ourselves.
We do not see that environmental vices do not just harm nature; they harm us and the
people around us. As I have shown in this essay, many of these harms are scientifically
verifiable; the rest can be understood by anyone with open eyes and an open heart. The
environmental vices are bad for us and bad for the Earth. For better and for worse, we
really are all in this together.

Notes

1. Why is vice so little discussed in contemporary philosophy? Perhaps the failure comes
from a discomfort with appearing too judgmental. When we assert that a particular action is
wrong, we typically assume that people are free to act otherwise. Vice terms imply a deeper evil
in people, harder to reform, certainly not to be shaken off by an argument or two. Similarly,
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when we assert that particular social arrangements are unfair or unjust, we locate the primary
evil in “the system.” Vice terms, in contrast, locate evil squarely within people. It is fine to crit-
icize particular acts or social arrangements; criticize people generally and you trespass on the sa-
cred, humanity having replaced God as the divine object in modern secular philosophy. Locate
a persistent evil in individuals, and you verge on a pessimism at odds with the Enlightenment
optimism still at the heart of most moral philosophy.

2. See recent Gallup Earth Day polls, available at www.gallup.com (accessed 18 February
2004).

3. My sense is that these are our four most important, or cardinal, environmental vices be-
cause they are fundamental and lead to the greatest environmental harms. Justification of this
claim lies beyond the scope of this essay, depending as it would on a fully developed moral psy-
chology and a comprehensive account of environmental degradation.

4. See the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language and the Oxford English Dic-
tionary (3d ed.).

5. Louke van Wensveen, Dirty Virtues: The Emergence of Ecological Virtue Ethics (Amherst,
NY: Humanity Books, 2000), 103~6.

6. In this way vice judgments are similar to virtue judgments. See Martha Nussbaum,
“Non-relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach,” in The Quality of Life, ed. Martha Nussbaum
and Amartya Sen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 242-69.

7. Aristotle also described human flourishing in terms of higher activities such as philo-
sophical study and contemplation, leading to a different set of virtues and vices. These two
different conceptions of happiness and virtue are incompletely integrated in his ethical phi-
losophy.

8. See the essays “Of Cruelty” and “Cowardice, Mother of Cruelty” in Michel de Mon-
taigne, Essays.

9. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1999), 23 (bk. 2, chap. 6).

10. Thomas Aquinas, Treatise on the Virtues (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1966), 57
(Summa, pt. 2, question 56).

11. Immanuel Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, AK 397; Immanuel Kant, The
Doctrine of Virtue: Part I of The Metaphysic of Morals, AK 384-91, 443-45.

12. If we take moral character to be the sole determinant of personal well-being, or infinitely
more important than other aspects of personal well-being, then it becomes true that we cannot
improve our own well-being by wronging others. However, these Socratic and Stoic views give
morality more importance than it deserves. Morality is important, but it is not all-important.
We can preserve the nobility behind the view that we can never benefit ourselves by harming
others by saying instead that we never should benefit ourselves by harming others.

13. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 110-11 (bk. 7, chap. 8).

14. See, for example, Augustine’s account of his theft of the pears in the Conféssions, bk. 2.

15. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 4849 (bk. 3, chap. 12), 160-61 (bk. 10, chap. 5).

16. Both these themes are treated in Montaigne’s final essay, “Of Experience.” On tolerance,
see also “Of Cannibals.”

17. See Bill Shaw, “A Virtue Ethics Approach to Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic,” in this volume;
and Philip Cafaro, “Rachel Carson’s Environmental Ethics,” Worldviews: Environmens, Culture,
Religion 6 (2002): 58--80.

18. This last point is important. We need not show that some aspect of environmental pro-
tection is a necessary condition for the happiness of #// members of society; to show that it is an
important condition for the happiness of some members of society may be all the justification
we need for environmental protection. As Aldo Leopold wrote: “Mechanized recreation already
has seized nine-tenths of the woods and mountains; a decent respect for minorities should ded-
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icate the other tenth to wilderness” (4 Sand County Almanac with Essays on Conservation Sfrom
Round River [New York: Ballantine, 1970], 272).

19. The most comprehensive study so far, setting the agenda for future scholarship in this
area, is Wensveen, Dirty Virtues.

20. Wensveen, Dirty Vireues, 97-103.

21. To be fair to Aristotle, he already had some sense of the importance of environmental
protection to human flourishing. See Aristotle, Politics, bk. 7, chaps. 4-6, 11-12.

22. See Holmes Rolston ITI, “Environmental Virtue Erthics: Half the Truth but Dangerous
as 2 Whole,” in this volume.

23. Once again, though I believe that these are our cardinal environmental vices, sustaining
that claim would require further elaboration and defense. Selfishness, injustice, and ignorance
are also plausible candidates for cardinal environmental vices.

24. Morton Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins: An Introduction to the History of a Religious
Concept, with Special Reference to Medieval English Literature (East Lansing: Michigan State Uni-
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CHAPTER 10

Vices and Virtues in Religious
Environmental Ethics

Charles Taliaferro

Virtues and vices often depend on context. Some of the context involves the external
circumstances; a person’s active movement or stationary restraint may be courage or
cowardice depending on which dangers and opportunities are in play. And some of the
context involves more interior matters: a person’s beliefs and desires, her or his physi-
cal and mental abilities. You and I may both walk across the same street in the same
surrounding circumstances at the same time, and yet for me this is courageous (I am
confronting and overcoming a physical or mental disability), whereas for you the event
is of no particular importance.

The great religious traditions of the world have an important bearing on the phi-
losophy of environmental virtues and vices because they portray competing, some-
times complementary, nonsecular accounts of our external circumstances as well as dif-
ferent interior philosophies of human beliefs and desires, our physical and mental
abilities. The virtues and vices that are recognized in religious ethics often overlap those
of secular ethics, but sometimes they differ in magnitude and kind. As I shall argue be-
low, they differ in magnitude insofar as they treat some values with a higher intensity
than one finds in a secular context, and they differ in kind insofar as they introduce
virtues and vices not found in secular ethics. In this chapter I consider environmental
virtues in a theistic context that is common to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (the
Abrahamic faiths). I then contrast it with a nontheistic Buddhist philosophy. The
chapter concludes with reflections on religious virtues in a practical moral and politi-
cal context.

Before considering religious virtues and vices at closer range, consider five general
reasons for undertaking this study. First, one or more religious traditions may be true,
for example, there is a God or the Buddhist view of the self is right.! If so, and if (as I
shall argue) religious traditions present us with virtues and vices that expand secular
ethics, then any comprehensive view of values must include religious ethics. The ex-
clusion of religion from serious philosophical inquiry has become less fashionable in
the last forty years. In the 1950s and 1960s, religious views of the cosmos were fre-
quently cast as superstitious nonsense by anglophone philosophers in light of an em-
pirical, scientifically grounded naturalism. For a range of reasons, such a rigorous nat-
uralism (sometimes closely associated with logical positivism) was overturned or at
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least marginalized.? Naturalism is still a dominant intellectual force, but the idea that
theories of the cosmos that challenge naturalism are incoherent (or even nonsensical or
meaningless!) is no longer obvious or commonplace.? Recent decades have witnessed a
renaissance of philosophy of religion, and there is now an impressive philosophical lit-
erature articulating and defending all the main world religions. Because philosophers
today often take seriously the credibility of religious views of human nature and the
cosmos, the inclusion of religious ethics in the study of environmental virtues is a nat-
ural development.*

Second, if a religious view of the cosmos proves to be adequate, it could provide
an overarching grounding or justification for one’s secular environmental ethics. Some
applied environmental ethics simply assume a basic view of values—for example, plea-
sure is good, suffering is bad, biodiversity within sustainable limits is good, the avoid-
able involuntary infliction of cancer on the innocent is wrong, and so on. There is dis-
cussion of whether values are intrinsic, inherent, instrumental, or holistic, but this is
often carried out without considering a comprehensive metaphysical framework that
accounts for such values. There is a further task of offering an account of such values
and disvalues: What is their origin? Are these values a reflection of largely human pref-
erences and institutions, or are they instead derived from a transcendental source?
Most theists, for example, understand the values of this cosmos to be grounded in the
goodness of God.” My point is not that an acceptable environmental ethics must in-
clude an overarching, plausible metaphysics that bolsters and grounds secular ethics.
As a subfield of philosophy, there is already more than enough for environmental ethi-
cists to do besides debating comprehensive metaphysics. Still, this larger metaphysical
task may be seen as a complementary project that (under ideal conditions) would pro-
vide a backing for environmental ethics.®

Third, even if we bracket questions about the truth of religious convictions, the
majority of the world population is either identified as religious or is affected by reli-
gious traditions.” So long as you wish to carry out environmental ethics in a way that
engages vast portions of the world population, some acquaintance with religious ethics
is pivotal. An intelligent encounter with religious traditions may be especially impor-
tant when environmental ethics addresses problems across cultures, when, for example,
secular and religious values clash. An environmental ethic that ignores religious values
is in danger of failing to engage and respond to the world population as it is today, sub-
stituting in its place an engagement with a limited academic community.®

Fourth, the study of religious ethics can provide lessons for secular environmental
ethics. I cite just one example. In environmental ethics today there is some tension be-
tween those who emphasize the individual versus those who focus on species, collec-
tives, or holistic values.” I suggest that the history of religious values—both in the West
and in the Fast—provides some reason for questioning unbridled or extreme forms of
both individualism and holism. Some middle ground is needed between a holist stress
on universals and collectives, on the one hand, and individual, particular values, on the
other. In Christianity, for instance, there is an important moral tradition that places
enormous value on “agape” (a Greek term for love), which is theologically defined as
selfless, unconditional love. In this tradition, the love of other persons must not include
preferential friendships. The history of ethics in Christianity reveals, however, the un-
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sustainability of an agape ethic and the need to allow for healthy, preferential friendships
(sometimes referred to by theologians as “eros”). In theological terms, agape needs to
make room for eros.!? For a non-Western instance, consider the tension between Yang
Zhu and Moism. Moism, named for the philosopher Mo Tzu (490—403), extols uni-
versal love of all persons over against Yang’s ethic of self-interest. Yang was a kind of war-
ring Ayn Rand who promoted a philosophy of weiwo (for myself). I believe that the his-
tory of Chinese ethics gives one reason to see the problem of Moist universal ethics (the
movement did not win wide sustained following) being ungrounded in specific social
contexts, as well as the problem of a narrow form of self-interested individualism.!!
The unsatisfactory nature of these extremes was historically important in the
search for a middle ground in Confucianism. Xingzhong Yao writes about the great
Mencius’s case for Confucianism, set forth in 7%e Book of Mencius (300 B.C.E.):

Mengzi [Mencius] believed that both [Mo Tzu and Yang Zhu], in one way
or another, stripped morality from human relationships and made men no
better than beasts. Opposing these doctrines Mengzi taught the Confucian
understanding of individuals as members and participants in the wider so-
ciety of family and the state. He called for all human relations to be based
on family affections and believed that the world would be naturally at peace
if only everyone respected the old people in their own family as they should
be respected, and extending this respect to the old of other people’s families;
and cared for the young people in their own family as they should be cared
for, and extending this care to the young people of other people’s families. 2

These sorts of lessons can, I think, provide a helpful perspective on secular environ-
mental ethics.'

Finally, religious conceptions of human flourishing are important to consider, as
they are, socially and philosophically, an important challenge to consumptive, eco-
nomically defined values in popular culture, the marketplace, and politics. Although
most of the world religions have had economic roles (witness Max Weber’s study of re-
ligion in European culture), historically they have often delimited a sphere that is in-
dependent of economic values (e.g., the worth of a religious rite is not measurable
solely in economic terms) and one that can serve as a base for critically assessing eco-
nomic values. In Spheres of Justice, Michael Walzer discusses how religious concepts of
divine grace can form an “autonomous sphere” set apart from the marketplace: “Here
is perhaps the clearest example in our culture of an autonomous sphere. Grace cannot
be purchased or inherited; nor can it be coerced. It cannot be had by passing an exam
or by holding an office.”** By taking seriously the sphere of religion, one may enter-
tain values that are not narrowly restrained by the economy. Let us now turn to theis-
tic values, virtues, and vices and then to nontheistic, religious ones.

Theistic Virtues and Vices

At the heart of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is the thesis that the cosmos is itself
the good creation of an all-good, -powerful, -knowing God. Theism is united in this
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core, value-centered philosophical position despite the divergent convictions in reli-
gious terms over the scope of divine providence (Has the messiah come? Was Jesus
Christ God and man? Is Mohammed the great prophet of Allah?), God’s nature (Is
God triune? Is God eternal or temporal?), and how to understand religious scriptures.

In the field of environmental ethics, debate over religion in the 1960s until the
early 1980s was often limited to theism and the question of whether Christianity in
particular is responsible for the modern ecological crisis. The key essay that defined the
parameters of this debate was Lynn White’s “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological
Crisis.”" White castigates the Genesis account of creation on the grounds that it has
historically been interpreted as identifying human beings as the central purpose of cre-
ation and licensing humanity in dominating (and thus exploiting) nature. He also
laments that monotheism led to a desacralized view of the natural world. White’s pur-
pose was not altogether secular (he wished to revise or reform Christianity), though
some subsequent philosophers have held that Christianity is thoroughly toxic from the
standpoint of environmentalism.'® Further work, however, has successfully challenged
such a sweeping critique.'” It is now widely recognized that although Christianity may
be interpreted as fostering anthropocentric, exploitive policies, it may also be reason-
ably taken to foster an ethic of stewardship and respectful care for creation out of grat-
itude and worship of the God who “saw everything that [God] had made, and indeed,
it was very good.”!®

A theistic environmental ethic may be seen through three, closely related tenets:
creation, divine ownership, and the identification of natural goods with God’s pres-
ence. I have already taken note of the centrality of God creating nature as good. It is
interesting to note that the scriptural testimony to God as the supreme and sole cre-
ator is often couched in terms that praise or treasure natural goods. Consider this ex-
tensive passage from the Qur'an:

And who other than He created the heavens and the earth and sent down
for you water from the sky, whereby We cause to grow lush orchards—for
it is not up to you to cause their tress to grow! Is there, then a god beside
God? Yet these are the people who ascribe partners to Him! And who other
than He made the carth a firm abode [for you], and set rivers traversing
through it, and put firm mountains therein and sealed off one ocean from
another? s there, then a god beside God? . . . And who other than He re-
sponds to the distressed one when he calls Him and He relieves him of the
distress and who had made you His vicegerent on earth? Is there, then a god
beside God?—little do you reflect. And who other than He guides you in
the darkness of the land and the sea? And who sends forth winds heralding
His mercy [sc. rain]? Is there, then a god beside God? For exalted be He
above what they associate with Him! And who other than He brings forth
His creation and then re-creates it? And who gives you sustenance from the
heaven and the earth?!®

"The common conviction among theistic Jews, Christians, and Muslims that nature is
the creation of a good God has historically distinguished them from religious move-
ments such as gnosticism, which denigrate the natural order.
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The second tenet, divine ownership, comes in with the thesis that nature, as a cre-
ation of God, belongs to God: “The earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof™; “to
God belong all things in the heavens and the earth; And it is He that encompasseth all
things.””" Jews, Christians, and Muslims have differed over the meaning of this teach-
ing, but there is consensus over the concept that creation itself is a bounteous gift. God
owns the cosmos as Creator, and yet he gives it to his creatures for their good.?! As
such, gratitude is proper, as well as the respectful treatment of the gift.

The third tenet is God’s affective identification with the values in the COSmos.
That is, the cultivation of a good cosmos is seen in theism as participating in a God-
given practice or, in more general terms, to participate in God’s caring love of creation.
There are abundant references in the Hebrew and Christian Bibles and the Quran to
God’s care of the cosmos. Consider this passage as representative: “Who hath cleft a
channel for the waterflood, or a way for the lighting of the thunder; To rain on a land
where no man is, On the wilderness where there is no man; To satisfy the desolate and
waste ground; And to cause the bud of the tender herb to spring forth?”?? Respectful,
life-sustaining cultivation has been cast as the covenant between God and humanity.??
By caring for creation one joins in a divine providence. Jonathan Helfand offers this
succinct view of a religious ethic, which sees glad, respectful pleasure in creation as a
part of life: “An evil person is considered dead, for he sees the sun shining but does not
bless *him who brings on the evening’; he eats and drinks and offers no blessings.”?4

Jews, Christians, and Muslims do not just provide a view of our cosmic context
concerning the things around us; they also offer an engaging view of our beliefs and
desires, our mental and physical abilities. Perhaps the simplest and most sweeping
way to state this religious perception is that, according to Abrahamic faiths, the ful-
fillment of our beliefs and desires, our mental and physical life, is to be found (in
part) by living in concord with God. God wills the consummate fulfillment of cre-
ation. Acting or living in solidarity with such a divine will is believed to answer (in
part) our deepest human needs and longings. As Augustine put it, famously, “Our
hearts are restless until they find their rest in Thee.”?5 Theists have differed in their
views about the extensiveness of the good of this “rest” or abiding in solidarity with
God. Most, for example, believe in an afterlife for at least human beings, whereas
some do not. Some hold that the natural world itself has been profoundly marred by
human sin, whereas others do not.26 Even 50, there is a widespread common core con-
viction that (in the words of Thomas Aquinas) divine grace fulfills and perfects na-
ture rather than destroys nature.?”

The virtues that emerge from this theistic philosophy include the virtue of feeling
gratitude in response to seeing nature as a gift, the virtue of caring for creation as a gift
out of respect and gratitude, and the virtue of acting in solidarity with the good Cre-
ator. Religious vices take shape as the mirror opposite states of character and action:
the vice of ingratitude out of vanity or malice, the exploitive destruction of a gift, and
the repudiation and antagonism toward the good Creator of a gift. On this account, is
anyone who has no knowledge of God or who thinks that there is no God—and thus
anyone who does 70t see nature as a gift—guilty of vice? No. You can only deliberately
repudiate a gift when you are aware that there is a gift to repudiate. Vice only comes
into play when, say, you are aware that you have been given a gift (for example, you
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are given the gift of the kiss of life when you are rescued from death by a good person)
and you destroy or repudiate the gift out of vanity (imagine that you belittle the gift
of the rescue as unnecessary, and, out of pride, you lie, claiming that in reality it was
you who did the rescuing).?®

Consider an objection: The above portrait of virtues and vices is quite general.
In practice, theistic religious traditions advance specific moral teachings that can be
(from the standpoint of a secular ethic) deeply appalling. Theistic religious traditions
have provided justifications for slavery, male domination, raising nonhuman animals
for food and other ends, depriving native populations of land, aggressive wars, reli-
gious intolerance, the persecution of homosexuals, ecologically disastrous population
policies, and so on. In this context, it is impossible to take up each of these issues,
but it may be helpful to identify a general feature of theism that helps foster moral
development and self-criticism within a religious tradition. Theism understands God
to be impartial, all-knowing, and affectively apprised of the standpoint of all crea-
tures.”” Insofar as moral progress is achieved through impartiality, knowledge, and
affective awareness of others, then the religious theist can hold that moral progress
is made by the increasingly accurate, or a better understanding of, a God’s-eye point
of view. Let me illustrate how this works in light of a debate between theists on eth-
ical vegetarianism.

Imagine that theists agree that in the Hebrew and Christian Bibles and the Qur'an
there is a bona fide revelation of God and that in these scriptures the raising of non-
human animals for food accords with what appear to be divinely revealed precepts.
They nonetheless also believe God to be all good and that vegetarianism is ethically
obligatory. Must the theist set to one side her or his ethical scruples and submit to a
nonvegetarian authority?*® No, it does not. Thinking ethically within a religious tradi-
tion should not be equated with the mandatory submission to a fixed moral teaching.
There is a flexibility built in to most modern faiths that invites progressive, moral re-
flection. In this case that flexibility would be exercised and ex hypothesi progress would
be made by one of the following two alternatives: first, denying that the scriptural pre-
cepts about eating animals are genuine; perhaps they are human in origin (the result
of partiality, false beliefs, and a failure to appreciate animal consciousness) and not
properly, divinely inspired. Our greater impartiality et ceteras allows us to see what is
merely human and what transcends human self-interest. Contemporary theologians in
each of the Abrahamic faiths distinguish the inspiration of scripture from its inerrancy,
thus allowing that religious scripture and subsequent religious history can be progres-
sive and (to some extent) revisionary. The second alternative is acknowledging that the
relevant divine precepts are genuine but claiming that they were only an accommoda-
tion of human weakness (vegetarianism represents the ideal following of God) or that
the conditions that countenanced nonvegetarian practices (and thus their divine per-
missibility) have changed. Many vegetarian Christians, for example, argue that the cur-
rent meat industry is unjust because of the harm done to animals and because it is
unnecessary for human flourishing. Perhaps the sacrifice of animals in the past was es-
sential (in evolutionary history the consuming of animals was natural and not evil), but
it is not now and so must be renounced. The structure of this reasoning is similar to
what you find in the history of religion as ethicists critically reevaluate past judgments
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and seek greater clarity on moral concerns. So thinking ethically within a religious tra-
dition does not amount to mandatory submission to fixed moral teaching. There is an
appropriately critical attitude recognized by many religious ethicists as essential to
moral and religious thinking.?!

Theism, I suggest, elevates some virtues that are shared by secular ethics. In addi-
tion to the virtues of humility and self-respect, justice, and so on, there are the
virtues—of the kind of impartiality, the desire for knowledge, and the affective appre-
ciation of the points of view of others—that contribute to progress in religious and sec-
ular ethical reflection.?? I have also, in chis section, highlighted some alternative virtues
and vices that come to the fore in a theistic cosmos. So, the virtues involving gratitude
toward, and acting in solidarity with, God are virtues in Abrahamic faith, but in a non-
theistic, secular context these would not be seen as virtues. Let us turn now to a non-
theistic religion.

Buddhist Virtues

Buddhism is a rich tradition with many strands. The earliest versions are nontheistic
in an interesting way. Though some early Buddhists were atheists, a common view is
that God should be ignored even if there is a God.*® This is largely because one goal
of Buddhism is detachment from the concept of an enduring self (whether human or
divine). Buddhism begins with a realization of the ill of suffering and its source. As
Gautama Buddha teaches:

Now this, O monks, is the noble truth of the cause of pain: that craving
which leads to rebirth, combined with pleasure and lust, finding pleasure
here and there, namely, the craving for passion, the craving for existence, the
craving for non-existence.

Now this, O monks, is the noble truth of the cessation of pain: the ces-
sation without a remainder of that craving, abandonment, forsaking, re-
lease, non-attachment.>*

The liberation from the cycle of rebirth (and thus redeath) is an emancipation from
one’s individual consciousness as an enduring thing. Gautama points to a transcendent
consciousness, beyond all the distinctions that mark our ordinary ways of thinking and
acting:

All consciousness by which one could predicate the existence of the saint
[someone meditating and engaging in a virtuous life], all that consciousness
has been abandoned, uprooted, pulled out of the ground like a palmyra-tree
and become non-existent, and not liable to spring up again in the future.
The said, O Vaccha, who has been released from what is styled conscious-
ness is deep, immeasurable, unfathomable, like the mighty ocean. To say
that he is not reborn would not fit the case. To say that he is reborn would
not fit the case. To say that he is neither reborn nor not reborn would not
fit the case.®
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The result is a state of being that goes beyond or displaces the God—cosmos distinction
one finds in theism.

I highlight only two Buddhist virtues that emerge from this extraordinary tradi-
tion. One virtue may be seen as straightforwardly compatible with secular environ-
mental ethics, whereas the second offers a distinct, alternative religious contribution.
Buddhism is well known for its teaching that the natural world is in a state of imper-
manence and interconnection. Each thing exists in a state of relations with others. This
is sometimes described as the doctrine of Praitityasamuspada, the “together-rising-up-
of-things.” The virtue called for here is to live in mindfulness of this interconnection
of elements. This virtue may be seen as a quintessential ecological virtue. It is out of
this wise understanding of interdependence that Buddhism goes on to see as vices what
Buddha called the three fires of greed, delusion, and hatred. This wise realization of in-
terconnection is, I think, at home in both Buddhist and secular ethics.

A more radical virtue rests in the life of compassion of a bodhisattva; this is one
who attains but then postpones ultimate enlightenment in order to aid others. As
Nan Huia-Chin writes, “The philosophy of Mahayana Bodhisattva opens up the
Hinayana philosophy of detachment into a spirit of active entry into the world.”*
The bodhisattva helps others overcome their ignorance, craving, and grasping. I
think the virtue of being a bodhisattva does not have a secular equivalent, for (in
Buddhist tradition) this compassionate life is carried out in the midst of a religious
conception of the cycle of life and rebirth (samsara) and the transcendental end of
nirvana where a person realizes the transcendent consciousness {described above). A
bodhisattva is not just a compassionate person; he or she lives in a world that has val-
ues and a structure that differ from a secular naturalism.?” These Buddhist virtues—
mindfulness and compassion—have commonly appealed to environmental contexts.
They are employed, for example, in defense of nonexploitive treatments of land and
animals.?®

Religious Virtues in Context

The virtues and vices outlined above may come into environmental ethics on many
levels. They can take explicit shape in outlining distinctive Buddhist or Christian views
on animals, for example.*> Or they may function below the surface, either enhancing
or holding in check our secular environmental ethics. I close this chapter by high-
lighting a practical, moral, and political context in which religious virtues are some-
times explicit and sometimes implicit: agriculture.

Contemporary agrarians Wendell Berry, Marty Strange, and Wes Jackson have
emerged over the last twenty-five years as leading advocates of alternative agriculture.
Roughly, this means an agriculture that is practiced in light of ecology with the goal of
long-term sustainability; the reduction or elimination of chemically intensive farming,
and the promotion of more dispersed family- and community-oriented farming as op-
posed to industrially organized, capital-intensive, management-centered, corporate
agriculture. Strange (who shares many of Berry’s and Jackson’s views on virtue) weaves
together a case for such a virtue-oriented view of family farming.
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Above all, family farming carries with it a commitment to certain values, en-
tirely independent of the pettiness of economics. The agrarian tradition, of
which family farming is a part, calls for people to be neighborly, to care for
future generations, to work hard and to believe in the dignity of work, to be
frugal, modest, honest, and responsible for and to the community. Family
farming may be a business, but it is not just a business. It is a way of life as
well. The farms in a family farming system operate in a social milieu that
constrains the business behavior of farmers. Perhaps the best test of whether
a farm is a family farm is this: Does the farmer feel more pain at the loss of
a neighbor than joy at the opportunity to acquire that neighbor’s land?%

The way of life that Strange advocates is, for Berry and Jackson, linked to a
broader need for a culture of virtues that link persons and land. Berry writes:

A healthy culture is a communal order of memory, insight, value, work,
conviviality, reverence, aspiration. It reveals the human necessities and the
human limits. It clarifies our inescapable bonds to the earth and to each
other. It assures that the necessary restraints are observed, that the necessary
work is done, and that it is done well. A healthy farm culture can be based
only upon familiarity and can grow only among a people soundly estab-
lished upon the land; it nourishes and safeguards a human intelligence of

the earth that no amount of technology can satisfactorily replace.!

If Berry is right, the resulting ideal may seem romantic or sentimental, but it may still
(for all that) be an ideal to pursue.

When one undertakes to live fully on and from the land the prevailing values are
inverted: one’s home becomes an occupation, a center of interest, not just a place to
stay when there is no other place to go; work becomes a pleasure; the most menial task
is dignified by its relation to a plan and a desire; one is less dependent on artificial plea-
sures, less eager to participate in the sterile, nervous excitement of movement for its
own sake; the elemental realities of seasons and weather affect one directly and become
a source of interest in themselves; the relation of one’s life to the life of the world is no
longer taken for granted or ignored but, rather, becomes an immediate and complex
concern. In other words, one begins to stay at home for the same reasons that most
people now go away.*2

So far the case for such an ideal alternative agriculture seems as open to the secu-
larist as the religious believer, but Berry and Jackson go further. They draw on Christ-
ian views of land to bolster stewardship in light of God’s goodness and contend fur-
ther that this outlook supports what in Buddhism is called “right livelihood.”

Berry develops his philosophy of land in light of the biblical narrative of God giv-
ing land (“the promised land”) to the people of Isracl. He uses this as a general outlook
whereby all land should be seen as a gift:

It is a gift because the people who are to possess it did not create it. It is ac-
companied by careful warnings and demonstrations of the folly of saying
that “My power and might of mine hand hath gotten me this wealth”
(Deuteronomy 8:17). Thus, deeply implicated in the very definition of this
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gift is a specific warning against hubris, which is the great ecological sin, just
as it is the great sin of politics. People are not gods. They must not act like
gods or assume godly authority. If they do, terrible retributions are in store.
In this warning we have the root of the idea of propriety, of proper human
purposes and ends. We must not use the world as though we created it our-
selves.

The Promised Land is not a permanent gift. It is “given,” but only for a
time, and only for so long as it is properly used. It is stated unequivocally,
and repeated again and again that “the heaven and the heaven of heavens is
the Lord’s thy God, the earth also, with all that therein is” (Deuteronomy
10:14). What is given is not ownership, but a sort of tenancy, the right of
habitation and use: “The land shall not be sold forever: for the land is mine;
for ye are strangers and sojourners with me” (Leviticus 25:23).43

Berry depicts us as oriented to a giving, transcendent Creator whose calling to re-
spectful land use is an opportunity to act in solidarity with God in a sacred order. In
Berry’s work one can see each of the virtues I highlighted in the second section of the
chapter, and you may also sce an ideal case of someone who promotes a religiously in-
formed agrarianism that challenges our consumer-driven culture.%

This theology of land and land use has at least two consequences to consider in
practice and politics. First, formal agricultural education needs to be sufficiently open
S0 as to recognize agrarian values (religious and secular) as they function in social con-
texts. Berry and others stress how the virtues that function in good family farming
must be appreciated or inculcated in practice; they are not likely to be grasped in ab-
straction: “If family farming and good farming are as nearly synonymous as I suspect
they are, that is because of a law that is well understood, still, by most farmers but that
has been ignored in the colleges and offices and corporations of agriculture for thirty-
five or forty years. The law reads something like this: land that is in human use must
be lovingly used; it requites intimate knowledge, attention, and care.”®

Gary Comstock points out the limitations of formal education versus the educa-
tion and character formation that comes from participating in good family farming:

Being a family farmer means caring for one’s land. Such love cannot be
taught in agricultural colleges; it is a practice that one learns at the feet of a
master. It is knowledge of the heart, not the head, and it is best passed from
generation to generation, not from agribusiness expert to agricultural stu-
dent. This does not mean that newcomers cannot love the land; only that
their doing so requires that they learn right emotions and intentions, not
just right equations and ratios. This sort of care comes from lived experience
and tradition—from memories, from the past. This provides a clear moral
justification for giving preferential treatment to those farms that have long
histories of having been family undertakings.%¢

This case for a practical encounter with family farming need not involve an explicit en-
counter with religious values, though in practice (given the current family farm popu-
lation) it often will. Prominent contributors to environmental education have long
recognized the importance of taking agricultural practice and what might be called
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“spiricuality” seriously. Aldo Leopold, for example, claimed that there were “spiritual
dangers in not owning a farm. One is the danger of supposing that breakfast comes
from the grocery.”¥

Second, a closer look at the intermix of religious and secular virtues in agriculture
can contribute to the debate on the political status of family farming. In the United
States, there is debate over the extent to which current public policy gives an unfair ad-
vantage to corporate agribusiness. Debate also extends over the contribution of family
farm culture to American culture at large. If Berry, Comstock, Strange, Jackson, and
others are right, then family farming involves an interwoven set of goods such as the
good of family or community, ecological health and sustainability, and neighborliness
and civic virtues, which make an invaluable contribution to public life. Such claims
need to be taken seriously in the debate over whether public funding should protect
this virtuous way of life (or reduce the likelihood of it perishing). Of course, there are
countless cases where family farms may fail to match the ideal of Berry and others. But
we will not know this until we look closely for the virtues (and possible vices) that are
at work. To do this calls for a comprehensive inquiry into secular and religious values.

In this chapter, I have sought to motivate the philosophical exploration of reli-
gious virtues in environmental contexts. I have proposed that theistic and nontheistic
religions can provide philosophically interesting frameworks for identifying respectful
environmental practices. As the case of agriculture shows, religious environmental
virtues can function in a healthy environmental context in which the land is seen as a
divine gift and caring for it is seen to be a divine vocation.

Notes

Acknowledgments. 1 thank Christina Herrmann, Ronald Sandler, and Brett Werner for helpful
comments on an eatlier version of this chapter.

1. T adopt what is often called a realist view of religion, according to which religions either
make or assume assertions about the nature of reality that are either true or false. Some so-called
nonrealists or antirealists, following Wittgenstein, see religions as “forms of life” without such
commitments to what exists. For a discussion of realism and nonrealism, see my Contenmporary
Philosophy of Religion (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998).

2. For an overview of the outlook, see my Contemporary Philosaphy of Religion and my Ev;-
dence and Faith: Philosophy and Religion since the Seventeenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, forthcoming), chap. 8. ‘

3. See, for example, W. Craig and ]. P Moreland, eds., Naturalism: A Critical Appraisal (Lon-
don: Routledge, 2001).

4. The significance of the truth of one or more religions for environmental reflection may
be brought to light in relation to Allen Carlson’s views about the appreciation of nature.
Carlson contends that although nature may be appreciated in terms of isolated individual
objects (the appreciation of a rock, say, with no attention to geology) or of scenes (a pictur-
esque landscape), it is better or deeper to see nature in its proper ecological framework (one
grasps the relevant biota and abiota). Imagine that Christianity or Buddhism is true and
credible. This would provide a fourth, deeper or wider, framework in which to appreciate




170 CHARLES TALIAFERRO

nature. See Allen Carlson, “Appreciation and the Natural Environment,” Journal of Aesthet-
ies and Art Criticism 37 (1979).

5. See, for example, R. M. Adams, Finite and Infinite Goods (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1999).

6. To clarify my position, you might consider two views. In what may be called the
“Hostage Model” environmental ethics is not adequate without an articulate, plausible meta-
physics shedding light on the origin and nature of values. According to the “More Is Better
Model” such a plausible metaphysic is valuable and thus desirable but not essential for an ade-
quate environmental ethic. ] am proposing the second, not the first, model.

I7{. SForka gczxfl{ o;erliew of the religious composition of the Western contemporary world,
see R. Stark and R. Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaini ] 07 : Uni
sty of Catfornss pr st )f plaining the Human Side of Religion (Berkeley: Uni-

8. Reliable statistics are difficult to secure, but the 2003 Year Book of the Encyclopedia Bri-
tfznniczz includes figures such as the following: Christianity, 32.9 percent of the world popula-
tlo.n;.IsIam, 19.8 percent; Hinduism, 13.3 percent; Buddhism, 5.9 percent; and so on. In a plu-
rah.stlc religious democracy like the United States explicit religious reasons may be shunned in
polhcy making, but that does not mean that they are not operative socially and politically. See
Michael Perry, Under God? Religious Faith and Iiberal Democracy (Cambridge: Cambridge iJni—
versity Press, 2003). ¢

9. So, for example, Tom Regan is more of an individualist than, say, J. Baird Callicott

10. For a classic case of subordinating eros to agape, see Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros
trans. P. S. Watson (New York: Harper and Row, 1969). For an excellent critique and a case fo;
a more balanced view, see R. M. Adams, “Pure Love,” Journal of Religious Ethics (1980).

11. See Xingzhong Yao, An Introducts ani idoe: : fverc)
Press 2000, g g n Introduction to Confucianism (Cambridge: Cambridge University

12. From Yao, An Introduction to Confucianism, 74.

13. For further material on this, sce my “Divine Agriculture: The Role of Philosophy and
Theology in Agricultural Ethics,” Agriculture and Human Values (fall 1992). ’

14. Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice (New York: Basic Books, 1983), 244.

15. Lynn White, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis,” Science 155 (1967):
1203—7. This essay has been widely anthologized. -
“T;IG.ES;?, for example, the casual dismissal of Christianity in Paul Taylor's widely anthologized
fOrd:e Blta cll::V :lfl ’I{;(s)g;:(;t for Nature,” in Environmental Erhics, ed. A. Light and H. Rolston (Ox-

17. See, for example, Robin Attfield, “Christianity,” in 4 Companion to Environmental Phi-
losophy, ed. D. Jamieson (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003); and E. C. Hargrove, “Religion and Envi-
ronmental Ethics: Beyond the Lynn White Debate,” in Religion and Environmental Crisis, ed
E. C. Hargrove (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986). o

18. Genesis 1:3 (NSRV).

19. Surah 27:60-64.

20. Psalm 24:1; Surah 4:26.
noj'li.(slpcriiejznld;;ze) fzoncept of divine ownership in “God’s Estate,” Journal of Religious Ethics 20,

22. Job 38:25-27.
23. See Genesis 8:8, 13.
- 24. Jonathan Helfand, “The Farth Is the Lord’s: Judaism and Environmental Ethics,” in Re-
ligion and Environmental Crisis, ed. E. C. Hargrove (Athens: University of Georgia Press’ 1986)
25. Augustine, Confessions, first paragraph. , -
26. See Holmes Rolston III, “Does Nature Need to Be Redeemed?” Zygon 29 (1994).

VICES AND VIRTUES 171

27. See Thomas Aquinas, “De Veritate,” Q.24, art. 8; and “Commentary on Boethius’s ‘De
Trinitate.”” In the Summa Theologiae, Aquinas writes: “Gratia non tollat naturam sed perficiat”
[Grace does not destroy/scrap nature but brings it to perfection].

28. The virtues cited here certainly have analogues in secular environmental ethics. One may
even see them as cardinal virtues (e.g., respect, gratitude, and solidarity) or vices (e.g., vanity/
arrogance, exploitiveness, ingratitude). But for the theist the respect, gratitude, and solidarity
are with respect to the good Creator whom (ex hypothesi) the nontheist does not recognize. An
atheist may be glad or reverential about nature (I have no doubt whatsoever over this), but “grac-
itude” is customarily something reserved for respectful, glad response to someone who has given
one a gift. This is a position shared among many philosophers who otherwise hold very differ-
ent views (e.g., Aquinas, Spinoza, Kant, and Hume).

29. For a further account of this thesis, see my Contemporary Philosophy of Religion.

30. For an overview of the issues, see R. A. Young, Is God a Vegetarian? (Chicago: Open
Court, 1999).

31. See R. M. Adams’s treatment of what he calls the “critical stance”: “The [critical] stance
amounts to at least this. For any natural, empirically identifiable property or type of action that
we or others may regard as good or bad, right or wrong, we are committed to leave it always
open in principle to raise evaluative or normative questions by asking whether that property
or action-type is really good or to issue an evaluative or normative challenge by denying that
it is really good or right” (Finite and Infinite Goods, 77-78). Adams argues that theism pro-
moted a critical stance more thoroughly than nontheistic naturalism. See R. M. Adams, “Anti-
consequentialism and the Transcendence of the Good,” Philosaphy and Phenomenological Re-
search 67 (July 2003).

32. T am using the term virtue in an extended, broader use than in customary lists of virtues
found in works by Aristotle and Aquinas. For a further, broader look at virtue, see my “The
Virtues of Embodiment,” Philosophy 76, no. 295 (January 2001). For a good account of the way
arguments are conducted within religious traditions, see Basil Mitchell, Faith and Criticism (Ox-
ford: Sarum Lectures, 1992).

33. See Paul Griffiths, “Buddhism,” in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, ed. P. Quinn
and C. Taliaferro (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997).

34. Buddha, quoted in S. Randhakishnan and C. A. Moore, eds., A Source Book in Indian
Philosophy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1957), 274,

35. Buddha, quoted in Randhakishnan and Moore, A Source Book in Indian Philosophy, 292.

36. Nan Huia-Chin, The Story of Chinese Zen, trans. T. Cleary (Boston: Charles E. Tutle,
1995), 52.

37. For an overview of the impact of Buddhism on environmental practices in Asia, see
Christopher Chapple, “Jainism and Buddhism,” in A Companion o Environmental Philosophy,
ed. Dale Jamieson (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003). For further study of Buddhist and other religious
environmental ethics, see M. E. Tucker and J. Grim, eds., Worldviews and Ecology: Religion, Phi-
losophy, and the Environment (New York: Orbis Boolks, 1994).

38. For a fuller look at the nonsecular, doctrinal context of Buddhism, see Paul Griffiths, On
Being Buddha (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994).

39. See A. Linzey and T. Regan, eds., Christianity and Animals (New York: Crossroads,
1988); A. Linzey, Animal Theology (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1995); A. Linzey, Chris-
tianity and the Rights of Animals (New York: Crossroads, 1987); and M. E. Tucker and D. R.
Williams, eds., Buddbism and Ecology (Cambridge: Harvard University Center for the Study of
World Religions, 1997).

40. M. Strange, Family Farming: A New Economic Vision (San Francisco: Institute for Food
and Development Policy, 1988), 35.




172 CHARLES TALIAFERRO

41. W. Berry, The Unsettling of America (New York: Avon Books, 1977), 43.

42. W. Berry, The Long-Legged House (New York: Harcourt, Brace, and Would, 1969), 88-89.

43. W. Berry, The Gift of Good Land (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1981), 270-71.
Though I have given prominence to Berry’s work, Wes Jackson is also an important reference
point in mapping a theistic account of the virtues. See his Alsars of Unhewn Stone (San Fran-
cisco: North Point Press, 1987).

44. Although Berry explicitly links his treatment of ecological stewardship with Buddhist
right living, he does not develop this very extensively. I believe this is partly because of the fact
that, historically, much of Buddhist ethics was fashioned in monastic, not familiar, contexts
Still, Buddhists have vied for the view that moral duties of compassion and care are sacred and
thus there is a serious kinship between Buddhism and Christianity. ’

45. W. Berry, Human Encounters (San Francisco: North Point Press, 1987).

46. G. Comstock, ed., It There a Moral Obligation to Save the Family Farm? (Lincoln: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press, 1987), 416. .

47. Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949), 6.

CHAPTER 11

Cardinal Environmental Virtues:
A Neurobiological Perspective

Louke van Wensveen

“We know that there are four cardinal virtues, viz. temperance, justice, prudence, and
fortitude,” wrote Ambrose, bishop of Milan, almost two millennia ago.! The label “car-
dinal” may well have been Ambrose’s invention.? Derived from the Latin word cardo,
which means “hinge,” it expresses the idea that the moral life hinges on these four
virtues. The idea itself is much older, however, having already been championed by an-
cient Greek philosophers, including Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. They all agreed that
we need to have the four cardinals or else our lives will turn to chaos. We will become
failures in every personal and social respect. The cardinals bring our strongest passions
in balance, these ancients would say. Only then can we begin to flourish, both intet-
nally and communally.?

The traditional list of four cardinals—practical wisdom, justice, temperance, and
courage—has been stable for millennia. In Western ethics, its contribution to human
life remains practically unchallenged today. However, pedigree provides privilege but
not proof. Recently, the world has been changing under severe environmental stresses,
and human beings are consistently falling short in responding appropriately. Hence
one may begin to wonder: Do the old cardinals still provide adequate guidance in this
unfamiliar situation? Has the time perhaps come to supplement or even replace these
rusty hinges with a smooth-turning, new set, with some cardinals that are explicitly e-
vironmental virtues?

To underscore the urgency of the question, consider how we spend our days.
Much of the time, we are so busy pursuing our daily happiness that we do not even
notice the decay around us (and, indeed, #nside us). If we do, we may become so fright-
ened that we swing into denial. Even if we find ourselves strong enough to look again,
we risk being flooded by outrage, frustration, and eventually despair, which turns us
into the sorts of sour pessimists nobody likes to follow. In short, our emotions keep us
from responding swiftly and adequately to our growing environmental challenges.

Does this mean that we are less moral than previous generations? Possibly. In our
modern predilection for spontaneity, perhaps we have become too eager to ignore the
time-tested tradition of cardinal guidance of the passions. Perhaps all we need is a good
sermon, urging us to cultivate the old virtues, pulling us back in line. However, rebel-
lion against sensible advice is not exactly a modern invention, and if today we fail to
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come around, that may also be because under current circumstances we need better
guidance than tradition now provides—and quickly too, because the stakes are so high.

Some readers will object at this point. Academic ethicists with solid grounding in
Western virtue tradition may want to interpose that the cardinals express a truth for all
times and that only the uninformed would undertake to doubt this. Meanwhile, envi-
ronmental activists may want to suggest the opposite: that I just move on and not even
frame the question in terms of a tradition that has so clearly proven obsolete (again, to
all but the uninformed).

At the risk of alienating both sides, I intend to keep a middle course and revisiz
the tradition of the cardinal virtues from a biologically informed vantage point. Doing
s0, I contend, is neither so radical as to be unthinkable nor so backward as to be un-
interesting.

Revisiting the tradition of the cardinals at this time is not unthinkable, if we con-
sider that Western virtue ethics has traditionally taken its bearings from human biol-
ogy.” Just as we are beginning to understand the unprecedented impact of our actions
on the biological systems of the Earth, we are also for the first time in history begin-
ning to understand the biology of the human emotions that undergird these actions.
Thanks to recent advances in neuroscience, we are in a better position than the an-
cients ever were to judge how well the traditional cardinals shape our emotions, al-
lowing us to pursue our goals in ways that are appropriate within our particular envi-
ronments. Not to entertain this question at this time of unprecedented challenge as
well as knowledge would be plain unreasonable.

In contrast, to consider the question already answered would be equally unrea-
sonable, for aside from agreement among many environmentalists that this ancient
virtue tradition is flawed, no clear alternative has yet emerged from their ranks. Mean-
while, just about everyone seems to favor some virtue or virtues for cardinal status. In
other words, the idea that hinges are necessary for the moral life has not gone out of
fashion but only a particular classical model of hinge. This begs the question: What
makes the latest models better, apart from looks? And besides, how many hinges do we
need to do the job? Apparently, not all is obvious. A philosophical inquiry therefore
seems in order.

Back, then, to my question: Do the four traditional cardinals provide adequate guid-
ance in the face of current environmental challenges, or does the moral life now require ex-
plicitly ecological hinges? Although I shall eventually develop my own systematic, philo-
sophical approach to this question, I hope to do this in a way that broadly incorporates
the intuitions and arguments of other environmental ethicists. Let me begin by out-
lining what they have been saying about the key attitudes belonging to an ecological
way of life.

The State of the Art

First, there are some odd and misguided statistics. When I began to track the emer-
gence of ecological virtue language more than a decade ago, it seemed like a good idea
to count how many times, and in how many different sources, any particular virtue
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was mentioned in a representative sample of environmental literature. The combina-
tion of these figures, I thought, would show which virtues might be heading for car-
dinal status among the ecologically minded (who themselves seemed remarkably re-
luctant to use the label “cardinal” or even “virtue” plain and simple). Not that I saw
cardinal status as a prize for the greatest number of sound bites. However, I had little
else to work with, and it made sense to believe that if, for example, many environ-
mentalists repeatedly urge, “Let’s be humble!” this might be an indication of a key
moral attitude for an ecological age.

Table 11.1 shows what I found.® That is an odd list. Although the top seems intu-
itive, the bottom does not. Try asking any ecologically minded person if those trailing
virtues are indeed so negligible as to be effectively dispensable in an environmental ethic!

As the discrepancy indicates, we run the risk of missing some candidates if we ap-
proach the search for environmental cardinals as a popularity contest. This is actually
not surprising (and I should have known better at the time). After all, quantity has never
been a good measure of quality. Also, insofar as “hinge” habits are typically part of other
praiseworthy character traits, they may be so obvious as not to require mentioning.
Moreover, people are sometimes reluctant to put into words those basic attitudes that
lie closest to their hearts, perhaps because they do not want to defame them, or make
themselves vulnerable to judgment, or blunt their listeners’ receptivity through overex-
posure. (At home, in order to prevent a reaction from my family, I usually do not ad-
vertise my love of simplicity. Recently, however, assuming myself alone, I did respond
to a telemarketing survey from the auto industry in that spirit. When I put down the
phone, my daughter emerged. “But Mom, we sound Amish!” she protested. So it goes.)
Finally, like all of us, ecologically minded people may on occasion be unaware that they
espouse certain core attitudes; they may even be self-deceived and deny it. By taking the
approach of a popularity contest in search of cardinal environmental virtues, we may be
blind to all these possibilities.

Table 11.1. Frequency of Virtue Terms Found in a Review of the Posi-1970 Environmental
Literature

Rank Virtue Frequency Sources
The Winner Care 79 17
The Runner-up Respect 65 12
Third Place Love 54 12
Fourth Place Compassion 34 12
Reverence 29 12
Humility 34 9
Creativity 33 10
Hope 29 Q
Sensitivity 29 6
Also Ran ldentification (with nature) 21 8
Acceptance (of limitations) 20 %
170 other virtues
Barely in View Diligence, Efficiency, Endurance,

Forgiveness, Gentleness, Humor,
Sincerity, Tolerance
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More than a decade has passed since I aborted my statistical efforts. In the mean-
time, some environmental ethicists have begun to identify one or more virtues as par-
ticularly important for inclusive, ecological flourishing. As a group, they give us quite
a smorgasbord. At the risk of somewhat oversimplifying, I see their prime choices as
falling into four irreducible groups (indeed, the number is no coincidence, and I shall
come back to that), namely, virtues of position, care, attunement, and endurance. Let
me provide a brief overview of these favorites and their supporters. -

Virtues of position are constructive habits of seeing ourselves in a particular place
in a relational structure and interacting accordingly. Environmental ethicists com-
monly argue that an ecological way of being and acting rests on seeing ourselves as
responsive nodes in a complex network, rather than as overbearing top dogs in a lin-
ear hierarchy. In taking this view, they share the spirit of visionaries such as Francis
of Assisi, Albert Schweitzer, and Aldo Leopold. Already in the 1940s, for example,
Leopold suggested that each of us consider ourselves nothing but a “plain member
and fellow citizen” in a larger ecological community.” Such a view implies a style of
interaction that holds the middle between slavishness and bullying, namely, a dy-
namic process of listening, cautious trying, looking for feedback, and modifying
when necessary.

Among modern environmental ethicists, Thomas Hill was the first to highlight
virtues of position, recommending that we cultivate humility, self-acceptance, gratitude,
and appreciation of the good in others.® That was back in 1983, when most environ-
mentalists focused on a control-minded combination of voluntary simplicity and fix-
ing problems through alternative technology. Hill’s prophetic message has since found
wide support among ecologically minded ethicists. For example, Bill Shaw enriches
our understanding of virtues of position by exploring respect, prudence, and practical
Judgment (all also central actitudes in Aldo Leopold’s land ethic).” Lisa Gerber, though
not satisfied with a land ethic approach, nevertheless converges on the view that /u-
milizy helps us overcome self-absorption; connect to a larger, more complex reality; and
develop a sense of perspective on ourselves and the world.'® A similar message is linked
to the biblical wisdom tradition by Susan Power Bratton and Celia Deane-Drummond,
both ecotheologians with backgrounds in biology.!! The style of interaction that
matches these habits of appropriate self-placement has typically been called sensibility
or sensitivity. For example, John Rodman recommends “ecological sensibility,” and
Holmes Rolston speaks of “the sensitivity of the naturalist.”*2

Virtues of care are habits of constructive involvement within the relational struc-
ture where we have found our place. How widely do we cast our sensors in order to
learn what is needed around us? How well do we understand various kinds of need?
And at which setting have we chosen to begin receiving signals of need and become
positively engaged? As Geoffrey Frasz points out, a mere attitude of humility is not
enough as an ecological way of being. Only by cultivating a sense of friendship with the
natural world do we begin to notice and address the needs around us.!? Lisa Gerber
similarly highlights atzentiveness as a key environmental virtue.'* According to Jennifer
Welchman, the “stewardship virtue” of benevolence is an essential disposition for de-
veloping environmentally sensitive character.!® Jim Nash advocates an attitude of Jov-
ing nature.'
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Virtues of attunement are habits of handling temptations by adjusting (“tuning”)
our positive, outgoing drives and emotions to match our chosen place and degree of
constructive, ecosocial engagement.!” This is key because without such personal ad-
justments, all our humility and respect, our wisdom and sensitivity, our attentiveness
and friendship, may still amount to nothing. For example, what good does it do to the
frog (or, indeed, myself) if I teach my children to love endangered amphibians only to
turn around and satisfy my desire for a picture-perfect family home by moving into the
new development that sits on what used to be prime frog habitat? For this reason, Jim
Nash has become increasingly vocal as a defender of the central role of frugality in any
environmental virtue ethic, that is, of “morally disciplined production and consump-
tion for the sake of the social and ecological common good.” Nash warns, however,
that frugality must not be confused with sour self-denial. Although self-limiting, it is
“an enriching norm that delights in the less consumptive joys of the mind and the
flesh.”!® Phil Cafaro and Lisa Newton sound a similar tone by stressing the importance
of simplicity."® Again, this is not a matter of bleak living but, rather, of rejoicing in the
discovery that “less is more.”

Finally, virtues of endurance are habits of facing dangers and difficulties by han-
dling our negative, protective drives and emotions in such a way that we can sustain
our chosen sense of place and degree of constructive ecosocial engagement. Again, this
is crucially important if our commitment to a vision of ecological flourishing is going
to be worth its salt. Life is full of obstacles, and if we do not have the character strength
to face them, going instead with whichever wind blows the hardest, then we cannot be
said to have an ethic at all. This is why Randy Larson argues that fenacizy, a habit that
holds the middle between apathy and obsession, must be added to Aristotle’s list as a
key virtue for environmentalists.”” Similarly, Jennifer Welchman singles out the “stew-
ardship virtue” of loyalty, which enables us to stand by our commitments in the face of
challenges.”

Although some environmental ethicists emphasize one or more virtues in only a
single group, others identify favorites in several categories. Few, however, stress key
virtues across the entire range. In my book Dirty Virtues I argue that we can distinguish
four cardinal virtues in the work of Thomas Berry, namely, reverence, attentiveness,
creativity, and critical reflection.”? These in fact correspond closely with the four cate-
gories I propose here. Stephen Bouma-Prediger, a Christian environmental ethicist,
also covers all the bases in his discussion of fourteen ecological virtues, although he
does not specify whether he considers all of them to be equally important.?®

These virtues are the favorites among environmental virtue ethicists. Although no
one has highlighted the entire batch, each virtue’s essential goodness and importance
are pretty uncontroversial. Together, they provide a rich picture of key ingredients for
the moral life in an ecological age. We would likely do well to cultivate them all.

Does this mean that we may now identify these as cardinal virtues? Here 1 hesi-
tate, for two reasons. First, rarely do environmental ethicists use the label “cardinal”
themselves.?* This may be an oversight, but it could also mean that something about
the idea of cardinality does not sit well. Perhaps it has too strong an overtone of tradi-
tion, and tradition is a mixed blessing if you are looking to articulate new ways of be-
ing for an age marked by new challenges. Perhaps it sounds too hierarchical, as though
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the moral life consists of a ladder of virtues, with the elite on top.?> Such an image
might grate on your sensibilities if you espouse an egalitarian, inclusive worldview.
Substantive reservations of this sort warrant careful reflection.

Second, even if we decide simply to attach the cardinal label to the environmen-
tal favorites, this would raise more questions than it appears to settle. For example,
would it mean that some, or perhaps all, of the traditional four cardinals have been dis-
placed? If so, then why? (Their dethronement, after more than two millennia of elite
status, would deserve at least an explanation.) And if not, then what are the connec-
tions between the new, environmental cardinals and the traditional ones? Moreover,
what exactly do we stand to gain by using the cardinal label? If it is just a fancy way of
saying “crucial,” then why not stick with the simpler term? If not, then what does the
label add—and do all the environmental favorites indeed meet that criterion, whatever
it may be?

A Proposal

These questions spur me to consider carefully, with an open mind as well as an eye to
tradition, what might be the distinguishing mark of a cardinal virtue, the mark that sets
it apart from other virtues. It cannot be the number of citations, as we saw. Nor can it
be the production of the best end results in terms of our actions and their effects on the
environment, for that is already one of the reasons why favorites tend to be favored, so
it would not be a distinct mark of cardinality. Moreover, though the proof of the pud-
ding is indeed in the cating, tastes differ, and what I might consider a culinary highlight
a gourmand might rate as just slightly better than burnt porridge. And if the gourmand
were to change my mind by claiming extensive experience and a seasoned attitude to-
ward food, then we are back to square one, for in trying to distinguish cardinal virtues
by their results, we would be judging those results by means of certain virtues.

Perhaps though, more subtly and with an eye to tradition, we might consider a
virtue cardinal if its cultivation provides a prerequisite for virtuous agency in general2®
Such a definition would in fact honor a central environmental concern, namely, that
human agency be sustainable. Cardinal virtues would be those character traits without
which our overall ability to act virtuously cannot be sustained. Elsewhere, I have used
a synonymous definition to argue for the cardinality of temperance (renamed “attune-
ment”): “The traditional idea that cardinal virtues function as hinges for the moral life
suggests that they are necessary conditions for moral agency. . . . [E]cojustice is also a
necessary condition for moral agency. . . . By contributing [in a necessary way] to eco-
justice, namely through the adjustment of desires, attunement takes on a kind of car-
dinal significance that has been overlooked by the tradition.”?’ This I would call e
broad definition of cardinality. It does set cardinal virtues apart from just any intuitive
favorites. However, many more virtues than the traditional four could meet the crite-
rion. For example, humility, respect, cautiousness, cooperation, care, and benevolence
would all be likely candidates for cardinality by this account. In the context of an eco-
justice-based environmental ethic, one could think of such a broad group of cardinals
as a safety net, “spun to help the Earth hold itself together.”?8
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However, we may find the broad definition too broad to be useful. After all, it el-
evates any virtue that provides even the smallest prerequisite for general virtuous
agency (or makes even the minutest, but essential, contribution to a prerequisite for
virtuous agency, et cetera, ad infinitum) to the status of a cardinal virtue. Worse yet,
al{ virtues would be cardinal by this criterion if we subscribe to the idea that the moral
life represents a unity, which unravels as soon as we miss even a single virtue.?’

Instead, I can see a more specific and interesting use for the idea of cardinality, one
that I shall pursue here. It is based on @ narrow definition of cardinality, which is con-
sistent with (1) the broader, environmentally sensitive definition (that is, contained
therein); (2) ancient Western virtue tradition; and (3) recently discovered constants of
human neurobiology that are key to the moral life. To be specific, I propose that we
understand cardinality in terms of those habitual (conditioned) neurobiological
processes that are 2/ways part of an agent’s virtue cultivation. We might then consider
a particular virtue cardinal if its cultivation consists of conditioning a particular type of
neurobiological system that plays a pivotal role in processes of emotional fine-tuning by
which agents are enabled to flourish and let flourish under changing circumstances.>

This narrow definition of cardinality is consistent with the broader, environmen-
tally sensitive definition insofar as “processes of emotional fine-tuning by which agents
are enabled to flourish and let flourish under changing circumstances” belong to vir-
tuous agency and insofar as playing a pivotal role in these processes fulfills a prerequi-
site for virtuous agency. Moreover, the narrow definition of cardinality avoids the ob-
jection of elitism because, from a process perspective, role fulfillment is not a
hierarchical concept. Even a pivotal role only makes sense within a structure of em-
bedded holism. Thus, this definition of cardinality would fit well with virtue theories
developed in conjunction with ecological principles, including egalitarian theories.

The proposed narrow definition of cardinality is also in line with the tradition of
understanding cardinal virtues to be necessary constituents of all other virtues.>' In fact,
the two definitions are substantially equivalent, the difference being only a matter of
vocabulary. Why should this be an advantage? First, by honoring the history of a con-
cept, we reduce the chance of confusion, which to my mind is a good thing. If we
want to specify something else, we can always come up with a new name. (Perhaps
we should start using the term virtwous agency sustaining, or something similar, for the
broader definition outlined above.) Second, I believe that even today we can get a lot
of benefit from the old idea of cardinality. After all, is it not extremely useful to search
for, discuss, cultivate, and generally focus on those core character traits that belong to
any virtuous pursuit? If we do not get these right, then we will never get anything
right—except perhaps by luck. And the luxury of luck is decreasing proportionately
to the rate of increase in environmental stresses. I propose, therefore, that we follow
the ancients in asking what the necessary constituents of all other virtuous character-
istics are—even if we translate the question and do not take their own answers a pri-
ori as given.

Finally, my proposed definition of cardinality is consistent with and draws attention
to those recently discovered constants of human neurobiology that are key to the moral
life. This is an advantage for three reasons. First, it too fits the traditional intuition that
cardinal virtues are what they are because of basic structures of human biology??
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Although we might today reject the ancients’ understanding of this biology, or focus
more on the brain, it is easy to see the wisdom in the general idea that an ethical theory
should pay heed to the biological givens of agents. How else can such a theory hope to
provide realistic guidance? Second, by drawing our attention to the internal, biological
systems of agents, the narrow definition of cardinality reminds us that humans too are
animals and that their agency always involves a dynamic linkage between their internal
biology and external social and ecological systems. Such a perspective on moral agency is
a sine qua non for a consistent environmental—that is, systems-based—virtue ethic.
Third, it also powerfully zooms in on previously unknown or neglected building blocks
of human action. In fact, the neurobiological systems perspective on moral agency prom-
ises to do for the advancement of virtue cultivation what the microscope once did for the
advancement of science.??

I propose, then, that we consider as the distinguishing mark of a cardinal virtue
that its cultivation involves the conditioning of a particular type of neurobiological sys-
tem that plays a pivotal role in any other process of virtue cultivation.? In taking this
perspective, we honor modern ecological sensibilities as well historically acquired wis-
dom. We also position ourselves to make the most of recent work in neurobiology,
which stands to revolutionize the human animal’s potential to live a life of virtue.

The Blessed Brain: A Model

Which of the favorite environmental virtues deserve cardinal status? In order to answer
this question, I must first show you what, in a nutshell, goes on at the level of neuro-
biological systems when humans cultivate virtues. Let me do that by gradually leading
you down from the level of ecological systems to the level of the human brain with the
help of an extended illustration.

Imagine that we are visiting a rather funky exhibition of modern art. I am your
tour guide. We stop at what looks like a triptych, the kind of three-panel, gilded paint-
ing you may have seen on a prior visit to a collection of medieval Western art.?> This
particular triptych is called 7he Blessed Brain because of the portrayal of a human
brain—medial (internal, vertical) and axial (internal, horizontal) views, both with
haloes—on the main panel. It is flanked by a lush and sunny landscape on the left
panel and a picture of two tiny campers under an expansive evening sky on the right.

We first take a closer look at the painting on the left. The landscape scene is teem-
ing with life. Among lush greenery and fanciful flowers in the forefront, we see birds
of multicolored plumage, tree mammals large and small, reptiles with shiny scales, and,
between molding leaves on the mossy ground, a frog on a mushroom. Rays of sunlight
playfully invite us to peck through the foliage. At a slight distance we discover a clear-
ing in the forest, where hoofed and clawed animals forage and hunt among the high
grasses. One herd has adorned itself with garments, pigments, and ornaments. We
catch its members staring and pointing in the direction of the sun—and then we see
it t0o, as though simultancously through a microscope and a telescope: the sky, full of
gascous atoms, switling in four colored streams. And further behind these, much fur-
ther, our moon, the familiar seven planets plus Pluto, the Milky Way, and then galaxy
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upon galaxy and clusters of galaxies, like shining soap bubbles in the unfathomable but
finite darkness of an unlit stage.

This, you may have guessed already, is the artist’s rendition of a just community. In a
medieval triptych, the panel would have shown the New Jerusalem, shining on a distant
hill. The vision before us looks more like a return to Paradise, also a biblical theme, yet
with the realistic twist that hunting, death, and decay continue—presumably as long as
planetary conditions remain favorable to carbon-based life.® Nor do the humans end up
climbing to the top of the hill. They stay put as one species of earthlings among others.
Given their particular mental capacities, however, they can from that humble vantage
point appreciate the beauty of the whole arrangement, from microcosm to macrocosm.

As we shift our attention to the panel on the right, we realize from the fashion of
their outfits that the two small campers under the broad evening sky belong to the
adorned herd of animals. Relaxed in front of a shallow cave, a dwindling campfire and
several chewed-off ears of corn between them, they are enjoying the last bites of their
evening meal. Their bodies are slightly inclined toward each other, and their faces ap-
pear to be smiling. Perhaps they are a couple? We will never know; the artist does not
care to give us any further clues.

In fact, the artist seems to have been more interested in painting the expansive sky
above their téte-a-téte. Again unusual things are happening in the heavens. (We notice
this only now, preoccupied as we were at first by the more recognizable dynamics be-
tween the two people.) Rather than hanging loose in the firmament, all the stars are
placed on clusters of five thin, parallel lines. It looks at though we are witnessing what
the ancients would have called the music of the spheres, portrayed as a grand orches-
tral score with a complex rhythmical arrangement. Far on the left, past the key signa-
tures, small icons indicate the instrumentation. Surprisingly, the instruments only play
as pairs, each couple having to share a single system of notes: oboe with flute, piccolo
with French horn, cymbals with xylophone. Even more surprising, their notes are very
measured: usually one shining star per system, often only in comfortable range for one
of the two instruments. In this snapshot of cosmic harmony, apparently half the or-
chestra is keeping quiet or just barely whispering along!

I point out a sign on the wall, next to the triptych, on which the museum cura-
tors provide us with an interpretive key to the instrumentation. The cosmic score ac-
tually symbolizes the internal, affective state of the two happy campers. Each instru-
ment represents a human emotion; its partner, an opposing emotion. Oboe and flute
stand for sadness and joy; piccolo and French horn, for fear and daring; cymbals and
xylophone, for scorn and wonder; and so on. Moreover, from the placement of the
stars we can deduce that, in their peaceful after-dinner setting, the two people experi-

ence mostly positive, outgoing emotions. Just like the outer world in its peaceful
evening manifestation, their inner worlds are molded constructively. They are in a state
of virtue. Again, we are reminded of the common medieval practice to portray, on a
side panel, the financial sponsor(s) of the triptych in a state of blessedness.

Finally, T draw your attention to the central panel, to the “Blessed Brain” itself.
Though pictured as it might have been in an anatomy textbook, with medial and ax-
ial views, this is no ordinary brain—or so we are inclined to believe, for we find our-

selves blinded by the thickly gilded rays of its double halo, rays that fan out all the way
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across the triptych’s fold lines, onto the side panels. A bit overdone, perhaps? Indeed,

a bic anthropocentric? Not so, the museum curators again inform us on their sign. Not

today. It might have been in the Middle Ages, when the human footprint on the en-
vironment was still small enough for people t
force (for example, the “Blessed Heart”) and
trous. However, in these days of human-indu

o believe in a more mystical balancing
consider trust in human powers idola-
ced environmental stresses, the human
f harmony turns.%” It connects inner bi-
ogical dynamics, emotions with ecology. If it does
n keep running harmoniously; if not, then both will

brain is #he hinge on which the whole picture o
ological dynamics with outer biol
this well, then both dimensions ca

falter and dje.

I see you peer at the grayish cauliflower halves,
minded of those shriveled-up body parts in gilded re
tradition of saint worship, are believed to have mag
ate you from that queasy association by drawing yo
details of anatomy and physiology,
the living brain.

In the medial view,
of the brain, just behind
dinating center of a mult

unconvinced. Perhaps you are re-
liquaries that, belonging to an old
ical powers. Let me quickly liber-
ur attention to some down-to-earth
subtly highlighted by the artist in this rendering of

our attention is drawn to a border region at the very bottom
the brain stem. That is the cerebellum. It is the general coor-

icomponent system that fulfills a key role in the human abil-
ity to match external, situational features with internal, emotio

n-based responses.?®
The cerebellum contribuy

tes the capacity to ensure a high-quality integrated emotional
response by applying quality standards learned from ex

perience.”” This involves the
ability to pair external, situational features (communicated to the cerebellum by per-

ceptual regions in the cerebral cortex) with remembered profiles of successful emo-
tional responses in similar situations, Based on this pairing, the cerebellum then sends
signals to the systems that are generating, at default levels, various components of the
relevant emotions, affecting for example their trigger sensitivity or the intensity and
duration with which they operate.®® The entire process continues in the form of a feed-
back cycle as long as the situation (which will begin to include the effects of human
action!) continues to trigger default emotional reactions that need to be modulated
into a high-quality, integrated response.
In the Blessed Brain all of this works very well—hence the halo. We are, in fact,
looking at a picture of excellence: at a virtue dedicated to ensuring the high quality of
emotion-based human responses in specific situations. In fact, if we think about it, we
are looking at not just any virtue but a cardinal virtue: ar a conditioned biological
process that is a necessary ingredient of all other virtue cultivaion, After all, can you
imagine doing anything well without the ability to judge how to strike the right tone
In particular situations? Lacking that ability; you might have all sorts of lofty, cerebral
goals, but you would never be able to implement them, for you could not select the

circumstance-dependent means to get there. This is exactly what classical Greeks and
Roman philosophers had in mind when they described practical wisdom and identified
it as a cardinal virtue.! The artist of 7he Blessed Brain is thus suggesting that we asso-
ciate the cerebellar feedback system with this ancient hinge of the moral life.

The artist goes further, however. As though it were a cartoon, the cerebellum of
the Blessed Brain emits not only a golden halo but also a spray of tiny pearls, symbol-
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izing the sweat of healthy effort. The art.is‘F Wants to suggest that tlilje cerebdelluc.lr'n oper-
ates at a high level of sensitivity and act1v1ty,' matching, and 'chec ng, and a }juim}%
and rechecking constantly—yet smoothly, without overexertlo.n—tlo ensure the 1%) i
est degree of attuned response. This is because the Blessed Bra%n belongs t(;1 a menll1 : eh
of the adorned herd of animals, who see themselves as one species among o’; ersilw 1;
means that they typically have to keep close track of how they fit in. Hadﬁ ey ;f ouﬁ t
of themselves as Kings of the Field (assuming they had tl.le features. to pullito ?, they
would have been much more likely just to go with their gut feelings, lording it ?{ve;
others as seemed convenient. They might have neec.led tbelr cerebella t(})1 keep tgac 0
in-group competition, but otherwise this part of t.he1r brains Wog:ld nlot- ave;l itos ae f;::?;
highly sensitized. Thus, where one places oneself in terms of soci rebatcllc()inz1 ig s
one’s style of interacting. By seeing oneself as a responsive node embedde 1 & com
plex network, like the adorned herd, one becomes generally l')otg more sensitive a
more cautious—and thus more inclined to monitor :and modlfy: i

Moving to the axial (horizontal cross ‘section) view, we notice a Ct;ntr reglonoj.
the very bottom of the frontal lobe. That is the yentromefizal preﬁgmm corgeiic., a tc(:) o
dinating center in a multicomponent system tha4t3 undergirds theh uman abi 1(t1)ifal <
spond constructively to complex social situations. For e)fample, the Venftrome SE)OH
frontal cortex plays a key role in enabling appropriate feelings o com%as n,
embarrassment, and mourning.* It ensures the ﬁtungnes? of such resp?ns}els ¥ tng};
gering the relevant emotional circuits 'preci.seIY. at tho:se times ezld levels that matc
stored profiles of successful social reactions in s1mllaf situations. lokine ot a e

Again, in the Blessed Brain all of this works opgmally. We are loo dng ata “
dedicated to ensuring a bigh quality of social responsiveness, based on prior expemenz :
and reflection on those experiences. Moreover, thl.s too is a mrdzmll. virtue, la. condi-
tioned biological process that is a necessary mgredu?nt of all other Vlrtu;:'c.z tlvatlict)g_.
After all, can you imagine functioning well as a social animal, a zoon politi og, VZ o
out having the ability to empathize with your mates or to feel when you may hav _
fended them and must make amends? The artist o.f T/yc.’ Blessed Br.zzm wants :ls to as
sociate the neurological underpinnings of thi.s .abihty with the anc1entdcardm V'1rtuz
of justice. Justice’s primary function has trad1t1ona.lly.been understocl)1 fals ensuring .
balance of well-being in the world.“® This necessarily mvlolves the we altlmcg:l)mng 0
an agent’s ability to be triggered into reacting by perceptions of extern 1r}r)1 ance.d §
Less traditionally, however, in the Blessed Brain the system has also been cogl )
tioned to respond to an extended range of triggers, predlsp.osmg. its owner to lclar; iles(s);d
the needs of organisms outside his or her own group. Aga}ln, chis is be}(l:ausedt el ssed
Brain belongs to a member of the adorned herd c.)f animals, who 1ave ev;;)ephow
highly compassionate culture.”” When we Iool'< again at the le{;lt panel, V;rlclz nso ice how
young children are affectionately held by their parents. By' c c;)osmg t ; ﬂ}(fi mbol ¢
compassionate behavior, the artist hints at a reputed correlation between c . g

i ion.*® Had the adorned herd of animals instead
practices and cultural levels of compassion. biced the ool
thought of themselves as Terminators, they would hz%ve exhibited the ‘ onarly
much more common pattern of limiting their compassion to group members }:zv i elais
proaching strangers with default xenophobia and aggression. By ileemc;g t e(rin}sli ;:1 :
from an carly age as embedded in an extended network of nature, the adorne
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members have become more socially sensitive to the larger community of life. Thus,

they are more inclined to respond considerately to a wide circle of organisms.

Finally, back in the medial view, we notice what looks like a jumble of circular
wires, some green and some red. They wind all over the place, from the brain stem
through the midbrain (where it gets really tangled) into various areas of the cortex and
back again, in greater and smaller loops. The curators tell us that the green wires, like
green traffic lights, stand for neural circuits dedicated to goal-directed, positive emo-
tions, popularly known as desires.%’ The red wires, like red traffic lights, stand for neu-
ral circuits dedicated to protective, negative emotions, such as fear, anger, and disgust.
Together, these green and red wires fulfill a key role in the human ability to produce
just the right sort of emotional mix to ensure personal flourishing in different situa-
tions.”® Thus, they correspond with the pairs of instruments that play the music score
representing the balanced inner state of the campers on the right panel. Each wire
serves as a trained musician, primed to play his or her instrument masterfully and to
respond individually to the needs of the moment—but always within the larger bal-
ance of the composition (cerebrally articulated, normative directions) and the conduc-
tor’s integrating, situation-sensitive interpretation (cerebellar guidance).’!

The green desire wires represent various brain systems dedicated to what neuro-
scientists call “pre-goal attainment positive affect.” One wire is drawn more promi-
nently than others: the artist of 7he Blessed Brain wants to focus our attention on a sys-
tem characterized by the neurotransmitter dopamine. This system is symbolic for what
goes on in the green zone because it gets us up and moving, instead of just daydream-
ing about what we would want to do.52 (Other systems include those dedicated to
testosterone, estrogen, and phenylethylamine, a key neurotransmitter in romantic love:
all powerful movers as well!) The artist has highlighted two processing centers in the
dopamine circuit: a region of the brain stem called the venzral tegmental area and a re-
gion of the left prefrontal cortex called the nucleus accumbens. Together they constitute
a feedback system that indicates how close we are to reaching a predicted goal. When
things go better than expected, the nucleus accumbens communicates this to the ven-
tral tegmental area, which releases a lot of dopamine back to the nucleus accumbens.
We experience strong feelings of pleasure (a “rush,” “butterflies,” etc.). If things sim-
ply go according to plan, or worse than expected, no such boost occurs.’® Doesn'’t this
explain why it often feels better to desire than to possess, and why we keep shifting our
gaze to new shores?

In the Blessed Brain, this system functions excellently in the sense that its settings
have been conditioned such that, no matter what happens, it tends neither to “over-
heat” nor to “freeze.”>* Within this comfortable range, it responds swiftly and effec-
tively to signals from other parts of the brain (for example, the cerebellum), demand-
ing upward or downward—usually downward!—adjustment of activity.> We are thus
looking at a virtue dedicated to ensuring the high-qualizy responsiveness of pre-goal at-
tainment affect. Moreover, this too is a cardinal virtue, for in order to do anything well,
we clearly must have the ability to prevent our desires from undermining our plans and
instead channel them into supporting paths. The ancients called this ability temper-
ance, and the artist of The Blessed Brain suggests that the highlighted neurological sys-
tem be associated with this ancient tradition.
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Again, however, the artist does not exactly follow the traditional concept of tem-
perance. The highlighted system of pre-goal attainment affect is based on dopamine,
which facilitates desire in general. By contrast, temperance has traditionally been asso-
ciated especially with the ability to moderate sexual desire (most vehement among the
“desires of touch”), which would be facilitated more specifically by testosterone and es-
trogen.*® The choice is a matter of where one believes the largest threat to rational ac-
tion lies. In the judgment of the artist, the sustainability of human moral agency is
most seriously endangered by general desire, which tends to be the driver behind un-
sustainable consumerist behaviors. The Blessed Brain, belonging to a member of the
adorned herd, particularly excels in moderating general desire.

The red wires, dedicated to protective, “negative” emotions, also represent various
systems. Again, one wire is drawn more prominently than others: the artist wants us
to focus on a system in which cortisol, a steroid stress hormone, plays a key role. This
system is symbolic for what goes on in the red zone because it gets us in gear for pro-
tective action, for fight or flight. And once more the artist has highlighted two pro-
cessing centers in an intricate feedback loop: the amygdala and the hippocampus, both
located in the temporal lobe. The amygdala receives visual and auditory triggers asso-
ciated with danger and sets into motion a series of reactions that lead to the release of
cortisol, which acts both in the body (e.g., by making your heart race, which also
makes you aware that you are feeling afraid or angry) and on the hippocampus. The
hippocampus in turn puts the breaks on the same system by signaling that the release
of cortisol should be reduced. The ultimate degree of stress response thus depends on
the relative strength of the messages from the amygdala and the hippocampus.>”

In the Blessed Brain, the excellence of this system again resides in the conditioned
settings, which prevent the extremes of overactivity as well as underactivity. Within t.he
resulting range, the system is trained to a high degree of responsivity to incoming sig-
nals demanding upward or downward adjustment of activity. Again, the specifics of the
situation usually require downward modulation: we normally have to calm our fears or
reduce our anger.’® All in all, we are looking at a virtue dedicated to ensuring the bigh-
quality responsiveness of defensive human emotions. This too is a cardinal virtue, for
in order to do anything well, we must have the ability to channel our fear§ and. ag-
gressive impulses into helpful, supporting paths. The ancients callec'l this ability
courage, and the artist of The Blessed Brain clearly suggests that the highlighted neuro-
logical system be associated with this ancient tradition.”

Once more, though, the artist modifies the ancient model by shifting the accent
away from the traditional emphasis on personal death in battle as the trigger causing
the most troublesome automated response that would call for moderation. Judging
that people in modern times face an even more fear-inspiring prospect, namely, species
death through the death of nature, the artist wants us to understand the courage that
symbolizes excellence in all protective human responses, the courage portrayed in the
Blessed Brain, as a constructive response to this ultimate possibility of environmental
destruction.

We have come to the end of our tour. While you take a final look at the triptych,
I sum up its basic message (like most medieval art, it contains a moral): Today, ecolog-
ical flourishing, which includes human flourishing, depends on the fitting balance of a
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may even support, one’s overall plans. As in classical Western virtue tradition, the model
especially focuses our attention on the ability to channel the fear of death—yet with the
twist that we must also learn to handle the fear (plausible or not) that our entire species
may die through the death of nature. For those whose lives derive meaning from a sense
of commitment, whether to future generations or to a divine creator, the environmental
tavorite of loyalty then becomes a key aspect—a constituent—of cultivating courage.®®
Meanwhile, the cultivation of courage proper has become synonymous with the environ-
mental favorite of senacity: maintaining a steady focus on what matters in an ecological
age, rather than slipping into the unhelpful extremes of either apathy (freezing) or obses-
sion (blindly fighting) in the face of widespread environmental deterioration.

It seems, then, that by the criterion of cardinality that I have proposed, all of the
environmental favorites discussed above can be considered either cardinals themselves
(sensitivity, tenacity), or related to a cardinal virtue as constituents (humility, respect,
gratitude, benevolence, attentiveness, loyalty), or particular instantiations of a cardinal
virtue (friendship, love, frugality, simplicity). One caveat is in order, however. My sug-
gestion, though philosophically grounded, still only has the status of a hypothesis. By
making the operation of certain biological systems part of the definition of cardinality,
[ have introduced the need for scientific testing in order to move from a hypothesis to
a solid model of cardinal environmental virtues. Here I must hand on the gavel, for T
am not qualified to carry out such research myself. I hope, therefore, that in the future
neuroscientists will become as interested in studying the pathways of virtue as they are
currently focused on studying the pathways of pathology.

Pending such corroboration, I would argue that environmental virtue ethicists, as
a group, have covered a wide spectrum of cardinal functions, subfunctions, and
instantiations—at least as wide as the spectrum covered by the ancients of the West.®”
I do not think that this is just coincidence. Insofar as these cardinal aspects of virtue
cultivation represent essential dimensions of human engagement with the world, based
on our common biology as adaptable mammals, we may indeed expect them to turn
up at the core of any virtue ethic, old or new.

Conclusion

With the emergence of environmental ethics, the classical list of cardinal vircues—
practical wisdom, justice, temperance, and courage—has not been replaced; rather, it
has been transformed for an ecological age. What was cardinal about the list more than
two millennia ago, those core features necessitated by our biology, is cardinal now. Un-
less we radically evolve as a species (who knows how we will use genetic engineering?),
we can expect this to remain the case for generations in the future. Nevertheless, ac-
cents and interpretations have shifted, and in their environmental articulation the car-
dinals have become explicitly responsive, not only to intethuman social relationships
but also to broader ecological ones. Thus, along with genuine similarity, there is a real
difference: not the sort of radical transformation that trashes what is old but, rather,
the sort that rebuilds from the old root up, for that root contains the very systems by
which we are able to respond to our ailing world—the biology of our brains.5
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66. For an initial exploration in this direction, see Damasio, Looking for Spinoza, 170~75. Neu-
robiological understanding of the pathways of virtue should also stimulate discussion about the
potential role of therapy and medications in the cultivation of virtue and the overcoming of vice,

67. The question of whether there are additional cardinal functions, or different ways of
characterizing the ones mentioned here, T leave open at this point. Certainly, the fact that the
four main Confucian virtues of humaneness (ren), righteousness (y9), propriety (%), and wisdom
(zhi) do not seem to line up in any simple way with this model suggests that there is more to
be said.

68. For an excellent discussion on method in comparative virtue ethics, see Lee Yearley, Men-
cius and Aquinas: Theories of Virtue and Conceptions of Courage (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 1990), 182-96.
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APPLYING ENVIRONMENTAL
VIRTUE ETHICS




CHAPTER 12

Synergistic Environmental
Virtues: Consumerism and
Human Flourishing

Peter Wenz

There is no conflict at this time between anthropocentric and nonanthropocentric
goals in the moral development of people in industrial countries. Exercising the tra-
ditional virtues of frugality, appreciation, temperance, self-development, dedication,
benevolence, generosity, empathy, and justice fosters human flourishing around the
world and protects nature. Traditional vices, on the other hand, including six of the
seven deadly sins—greed, avarice, gluttony, envy, luxury, and pride—as well as in-
temperance, selfishness, and indifference, foster lifestyles among current industrial
people that diminish human well-being and harm the environment. The linchpin is
consumerism, as currently understood and practiced in industrial countries, because
it relies on vices that harm both people and nature. Traditional virtues oppose such
consumerism.

I begin by defining consumerism and illustrating its harmful environmental ef-
fects. I argue next that consumerism harms poor people in the Third World. I then
contend that it harms industrial people. Finally, I argue that consumerism promotes
and relies on the cultivation of traditional vices whereas traditional virtues foster hu-
man flourishing and environmental protection.

If I am correct about consumerism, then nonanthropocentric environmentalists
have reasons to favor traditional virtues because their exercise tends to protect the non-
human environment. Anthropocentrists have reason to support the same virtues be-
cause their exercise promotes human flourishing. Nonanthropocentric and anthro-
pocentric considerations regarding human virtue and vice are thus mutually
reinforcing. Each is stronger in combination with the other than alone, a relationship
I define as synergistic.! In addition, if T am correct, defenders of traditional virtues have
reason to embrace nonanthropocentric environmentalism because it supports many
traditional virtues. I conclude by suggesting how synergistic environmental virtues
should be manifest in practice.
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Consumerism Harms the Environment

Current environmental problems stem largely from consumerism in industrial coun-
tries, such as the United States. Consuming goods and services is not the problem. Hu-
man beings, like all living systems, require material throughput. We need food, cloth-
ing, shelter, and, because we are culture-oriented primates, education. Many products
of modern technology make life easier or more fun, such as washing machines, CD
players, trains, and cars. Consumerism differs from the consumption of such items,
however, in treating consumption as good in itself. Consumerism is the ideology that
society should maximize consumption, pursue consumption without limit.
Consumerism dominates American politics. No candidate for national office ever
suggests maintaining or reducing the American economy. Everyone supports economic
growth. The economy is never large enough. Life would be better if more people had
more jobs producing more goods and services and earning more money to spend on
consumption. “Enough” is politically subversive in a consumerism-dominated culture,
Attempts at unlimited consumption, pursued as an end in itself, degrade the envi-
ronment. Global warming, for example, threatens species with extinction because of
rapid climate change.? The warming results primarily from increased emissions of
greenhouse gases, such as carbon dioxide. The United States, with less than 5 percent of
the world’s population, emits 24 percent of carbon into the atmosphere, caused signif-
icantly by consumer preference for gas-guzzling light trucks and sport utility vehicles
(SUVs).? Such vehicles promote economic growth more than efficient alternatives—
fuel-efficient cars and public transportation—through increased gasoline sales and re-
quired expansion of parking facilities. Commitment to unlimited economic growth fa-
vors inefficient transportation that threatens biodiversity through global warming.
Consumerism harms nonhumans in other ways as well: “Aquatic songbirds, called
dippers, for example, disappear from stream waters acidified by pine plantations and
acid rain.” Pine plantations are monocultures created to serve a growing market for
wood pulp and building materials. The size of the average American home increased
more than 50 percent between the 1960s and the 1990s, adding to economic growth
and to the demand for building materials from pine plantations.” Acid rain results pri-
marily from burning fossil fuels rich in sulfur, most often to generate electricity to run
increasing numbers of electric appliances and air conditioners. The economy grows
when people build larger houses, buy and use more appliances, and use more air con-
ditioning. But pine plantations and acid rain harm the environment and endanger
many species.
Development economist David Korten explains why environmental decline tends
to accompany the rise in production required by increasing consumption: “About 70
percent of this productivity growth has been in . . . economic activity accounted for by
the petroleum, petrochemical, and metal industries; chemical-intensive agriculture;
public utilities; road building; transportation; and mining—specifically, the industries
that are most rapidly drawing down natural capital, generating the bulk of our most
toxic waste, and consuming a substantial portion of our nonrenewable energy.”® Envi-
ronmental researcher Alan Durning agrees that consumer-oriented societies are most
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responsible for impairing environmental quality: “Industrial cou.ntries’ factories gene;—
ate most of the world’s hazardous chemical wastes. . . . The f0'5511 fuels that power the
consumer society are its most ruinous input. \W.resting coa%, oil, and natural gas from
the carth permanently disrupts countless habitats; ‘burmng them cau;es an ove;r'—
whelming share of the world’s air pollution; and refining them generates huge quanti-

. . prd
ties of toxic wastes.””

Consumerism Harms Poor

People in the Third World

Anthropocentrists would not care that environmental decline accomlpalr'nes con};
sumerism so long as people flourish. Advocates of g.lobal. free market capita 1sr}rl1, iuc
as Thomas Friedman, believe that growing economies will }.ICIB all péo;.)le in the dofng
run, so consumerism, the engine of economic gr.owth in c:itpltahst societies, is gﬁ)o or
people. He writes: “When it comes to the question of ‘whlc.h system to.day is tTf}:1 mosf
effective at generating rising standards of livmg,. the h1stor1cal. debate is ovcelr. : l.e an
swer is free-market capitalism. . . . In the end, if you want .h1gher stanc.iar s 0”81v1n§
in a world without walls, the free market is the only ideological alternative left.”® An
all people can share in the cornucopia, according to Friedman:

Countries . . . can now increasingly choose to be prosperous. They dont
have to be prisoners of their natural resources, geogr.aphy or history. In.a
world where a country can plug into the Internet and import knowledge, in
a world where a country can find shareholders from any other country to
invest in its infrastructure . . . , where a country can import the technol.ogy
to be an auto producer or computer maker even if i-t has no raw materials,
a country can more than ever before opt for prosperity or poverty, depend-
ing on the policies it pursues.’

Unfortunately, Friedman is wrong. The whole world cannot consume at the level
of citizens of industrial nations. Friedman seems to have missed the. chfferenc(:le between
anyone being able to do something and everyone being able to do it. If I order }tlwent.y
texts for a class of twenty-five students, anyone could.havc? bought the book at the uni-
versity store, but everyone could not. Similarly, even if .Fne'dman were coglrect t' a)t arrll}—f
country may become rich like industrial countries (which is allready pro em??C , <13
vironmental limits preclude most of the world’s people living consumer lifesty Tls
David Korten writes: “If the earth’s sustainable natural output were sh.ar.ed equ;l y
among the earth’s present population, the needs of all co.ulc.l b.e met. Bu‘F it is b .. (t: :}:;12
that it is a physical impossibility, even with the most optimistic assumptions about t
potential of new technologies, for the world to consume at.levels even 'apprommeitmg
those in North America, Europe, and Japan.”® According to envn.ronmenta re-
searchers Mia MacDonald and Danielle Nierenberg, “If every person alive today corllc-1
sumed at the rate of an average person in the United States, three more planets wou

be required to fulfill these demands.”!!
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Korten cites a study by William Rees, an urban planner at the University of British
Columbia: “Rees estimates that four to six hectares of land are required to maintain the
consumption of the average person living in a high-income country—including the land
required to maintain current levels of energy consumption using renewable sources. Yet
in 1990, the rotal available ecologically productive land area (land capable of generating
consequential biomass) in the world was only an estimated 1.7 hectares per capita.”!?
What is worse, the world’s human population is expected to increase more than 50 per-
cent over its 1990 level by 2050, whereas Earth remains stubbornly resistant to growth.!?

This environmental analysis suggests what international economists actually ob-
serve: economic globalization, intended to increase world economic growth so that
everyone can be prosperous consumers, impoverishes many people in the Third World.
Some examples illustrate how this occurs. One goal of consumer society is to grow
food efficiently so that more resources are available for optional consumer items. The
United States often claims to have the world’s most efficient agriculture because less
than 2 percent of the population is engaged directly in farming.'* Agricultural research
to improve efficiency resulted in the high-yield varieties (HYVs) of wheat and rice be-
hind the Green Revolution of the 1960s and 1970s.

Agriculture and food security are central to many Third World countries. HYVs
were marketed to the Third World partly out of humanitarian concern for human nu-
trition and partly to make a profit from the sale of agricultural inputs. Such sales help
the economy grow. The unintended result, however, was to impoverish many people
in the Third World, explains Vandana Shiva, a physicist and the director of the Re-
search Foundation for Science, Technology and Natural Resource Policy in India.
HYVs yielded substantially more cash crops of wheat and rice per hectare than tradi-
tional varieties, which helped the economy to grow. But HY Vs require much more wa-
ter per bushel. Unfortunately, many poor countries, including India, suffer from wa-
ter shortage. So HYVs required deeper wells, which only relatively wealthy farmers
could afford. With more water being pumped, water tables lowered beyond the reach
of poor farmers, who could no longer get enough water even for traditional varieties.
Many farmers lost their farms and became landless peasants seeking work.

HYVs also need more artificial fertilizer than traditional varieties. This again
helped the economy grow but limited access to poorer farmers who could not afford
such fertilizer. Worse yet, the fertilizer made bathau, a wild plant freely harvested for
its vitamin A, a weed that threatened cash crops. Herbicides, another bought input
that spurs economic growth, became necessary. Not only could poor farmers ill afford
herbicides, but the intended result of their application, killing bathau, deprived many
poor people of a free source of vitamin A. As a result, tens of thousands of children in
India go blind each year for lack of vitamin A.

Dependence on free sources of food and materials is common in the Third World.
Equally common is their reduction by globalization efforts aimed at turning traditional

societies into “emerging markets.” Worldwatch researcher Aaron Sachs compares rural
Thailand with areas in the Amazon rain forest:

Many of the villagers, like the peoples of the Amazon rainforest, used to de-
rive their income from forest products—charcoal, bamboo shoots, wild
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mushrooms, squirrels, even edible toads. Small—sc?le sut?sisten.ce farmers
also depended on the forests to provide breaks against soil erosion and to
regulate natural irrigation systems. N

Because they get much of what they need free, traditional peasants add
litcle to the GDP of Thailand. In addition, they are too poor to b.uy goods
produced in industrial countries, so they add little to the .economlc growth
that consumerism requires. Thailand is better integrated into a consumer-
oriented world economy when its land is taken from peasants, its trees are
sold to logging interests, and its agriculture produces’ g0f>ds. for export.

But logging projects . . . have laid waste to the areas hillsides over the last
three decades. Economists often point to Thailand as a clear success—and
the country’s lucrative exports, consisting mostly of agricultural products.
grown on previously forested land, have certainly helped boost tl;le tl"h:iu
economy. . . . However . . . , the poorest people . . . lost . . . their liveli-

hoods.?

Shiva similarly criticizes monocultural commercial forestry in India for depriving poor

people of free forest products:

An important biomass output of trees that is never ass§ssed b)‘r foresters who
look for timber and wood is the yield of seeds and fruits. Fruit trees such. as
jack, jaman, mango, tamarind etc. have been important components of in-
digenous forms of social forestry as practiced over t}'xe centuries in India.
... Other trees, such as neem, pongamia and sal provide annual harve.sts: of
seeds which yield non-edible oils. . . . The coconut, . . . besides providing
fruits and oil, provides leaves used in thatching huts and supports the large

coir industry.'¢

David Korten gives examples of Third World inc.lustrialization Fhat fosters eco-
nomic growth as measured in purely monetary terms, ties poor countries ever }cl:loser to
global consumerism, and is supposed to help the vs.rorlds poor. In each case, however,
such development harms poor people more r.han‘ it helps them. Japan, for l11r.1ls'tan.ce,
wanting to avoid domestic pollution from .smeltmg copper, financed the Philippine
Associated Smelting and Refining Corporation:

The plant occupies 400 acres of land expropriated by the Philippine gov-
ernment from local residents at give-away prices. Gas and wastewater emis-
sions from the plant contain high concentrations of boron, arsenic, hCQ.lVy
metals, and sulfur compounds that have contaminated loc.al watet supplies,
reduced fishing and rice yields, damaged the forest, z'lnd increased the oc-
currence of upper-respiratory diseases among local re.sldents. Local people .
.. are now largely dependent on the occasional part-time or contr.ac‘tua.l' em-
ployment they are offered to do the plant’s most dangerous and dirtiest jobs.

The company has prospered. The local economy has grown. . . . The
Philippine government is repaying the foreign aid loan from Japan thar fi-
nanced the construction of supporting infrastructure for the plant. And the
Japanese are congratulating themselves for . . . their generous assistance to

the poor of the Philippines."”
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When I was growing up in the sixties, my mom would often be at a
neighbor’s kitchen table having a cup of coffee at midmorning while the
kids played. . . . The evenings would find half the neighborhood gathered
on a deck or patio to enjoy a night of interaction. We camped together, the
men fished together, and as a kid you could get your butt busted by any
adult in the neighborhood. There was a real sense of community.

‘What has stolen our ability to find those luxurious hours to invest in fam-
ily and friends? Several things have stolen that time. We are so marketed to
that we have started to believe that more stuff will make us happy. But in
this country, more stuff has resulted in more debt. What debt means is that
we end up spending our every waking hour working to pay off our bills.?

Vicki Robin and Joe Dominguez, authors of the best-seller Your Money or Your Life
concur: “It would seem that the primary ‘thing’ many people have sacrificed in ‘going
for the gold’ is their relationships with other people. Whether you think of that as a
happy marriage, time with the children, neighborliness, a close circle of friends, shop-
keepers who know you, civic involvement, community spirit, or just living in a place
where you can walk to work and the beat cop is your friend, it’s disappearing across the
country.”?

The fruits of working outside the home often further impoverish family life and
imperil human flourishing. As noted earlier, the size of homes increased in the late
twentieth century. More children have their own bedrooms with their own TVs, com-
puters, video players, and electronic games, decreasing the need to interact with other
family members. For example, Robert Putnam reports in Bowling Alone, “The fraction
of sixth-graders with a TV set in their bedroom grew from 6 percent in 1970 to 77 per-
cent in 1999.”%

Consumer items can also impair the sense of community. Air conditioning is one
example. Older homes had porches, which were the coolest spots on hot summer days.
Neighbors talked or visited porch to porch while avoiding indoor heat. Now people
remain in their houses, isolated from neighbors, to avoid the heat. Air conditioning is
wonderful and a lifesaver for some, but it does detract from a sense of community.

The car is another example. Cars are here to stay, but that does not tell us how
many we should have or how best to use them. Cars have enabled people to move to
suburbs where they live farther from neighbors and where neighbors commute in dif-
ferent directions to their respective jobs. The economy grows because more production
is needed per capita when each person has his and her own car. “By 1990,” Putman
notes, “America had more cars than drivers.” What is more, “the fraction of us who
travel to work in a private vehicle rose from 61 percent in 1960 to 91 percent in 1995,
while all other forms of commuting . . . declined.”>® Unlike private vehicle commut-
ing, public transportation and walking foster the kind of community involvement that
people need to flourish. As Putnam found:

The car and the commute . . . are demonstrably bad for community life. In
round numbers the evidence suggests that each additional ten minutes in
daily commuting time cuss involvement in communiyy affairs by 10 percens—
fewer public meetings attended, fewer committees chaired, fewer petitions
signed, fewer church services artended, less volunteering, and so on. . . .
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Strikingly; increased commuting time among the residents of a commu-
. a1
nity lowers average levels of civic involvement even among noncommuters.

Gary Gardner, the director of research for the Worldwatch Institute, cites research
showing that consumerism does not foster human flourishing. He notes

the failure of advanced industrial societies to deliver widely their most
hyped product: well-being, or happiness. Studies of societal happiness show
that income growth and happiness, which once marched upward together,
have been uncoupled. In the United States, for example, the share of people
describing themselves as “very happy” declined from 35 percent in 1957 to
30 percent today [2001], despite a more than doubling of income per Per—
son. For many of us, it seems, the more we ask consumption to fill our lives,
the emptier we feel 3

Increasing rates of depression also show that the social isolation that consumerism fos-
ters interferes with human flourishing: “Today, a quarter of Americans live alone, up
from 8 percent in 1940, and at least 20 percent of the population is estimated to ha.ve
poor mental health. By contrast, the Old Order Amish people of . . . Pennsylvlar.na,
who have a strong community life made possible in part by their car—fr.ee, electricity-
free lifestyles, suffer depression at less than one-fifth the rate of people in nearby Bal-
timore.”3® Gardner also refers to a British study by Tim Jackson and Nick Marks re-

leased in 1999:

Their research analyzed the doubling of individual spending by Britons be-
tween 1954 and 1994, and found that most of the increase was an effort to
meet non-material needs—needs for affection, leisure, and creativity, etc.—
through the consumption of material goods . . . , needs that, in an age of
fewer options and more social contact, had been met in their families anfi
communities. But the literature on psychology is clear: we fool ourselves if
we believe that nonmaterial needs can be met through the consumption of
goods. Instead, love, self-esteem, and self-actualization are best gained
through personal, social, and cultural interaction.>*

In a consumer society people look for love in all the wrong places and remain frus-
trated. This should come as no surprise. “Money can’t buy happiness” is a common ob-
servation. The Beatles added “Can’t Buy Me Love,” and June Allyson and Mel Tormé
sang “The Best Things in Life Are Free.” So in sum, consumerism degrad.es the en‘{i—
ronment, further impoverishes poor people in the Third World, and impairs the abil-
ity of industrial people to lead fulfilling lives.

Consumerism Promotes Recognized Vices

In 1956 Lewis Mumford pointed out a transformation in accepted virtues and vices that
accompanies industrial civilization: “Observe what happened to the seven deadly sins of
Christian theology. All but one of these sins, sloth, was transformed into a positive
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virtue. Greed, avarice, envy, gluttony,
new economy: if once they were mainl
trine of expanding wants embrace eve
ety cultivates greed, the unlimited de
would flag, the economy would slum
ordinate desire for wealth, is implied
money can buy desire unlimited am
Gluttony is excessive food cons
spawns overeating. Worldwatch res

luxury .:md pride were the driving forces of the
y the vices of the rich, they now under the doc-
ry class in [industrial] society.”” Consumer socj-
sire for more. Without greed consumer demand
P> and people would lose their jobs. Avarice, an in-

by greed. People who want more and more of what
ounts of money.

umption. It seems that immoderate consumerism
carchers Gary Gardner and Brian Halweil report:

Tosiay [2000] it is more common than not for American adults to be o
weight: 55 percent. . .. Moreover, the share of American adults Whover‘
obese has ‘chmbed from 15 to 23 percent just since 1980. And one o taref:
ﬁve American children are now overweight or obese, a 50 inercay
in the last two decades. ’ Pt increase
Treating the effects o ity i i

1o bﬂﬁgo e e f obesity in the United States . .
healthcare,36

- costs more than
y—more than 10 percent of the nation’s bill for

as'tl}llavlllng a better life than those without it. Consumers must envy the life of those
with the product, or they would not buy it. Envy must often be strong enough to m,
tivate hard. work or long working hours to afford the product. ° "

worth it.

I . . . .
. n medieval times, the deadly sin of luxuria referred to sexual
the contemporary sense. But sexual lust, t00,

' lust, not luxury in
Is promoted in a consumer society be-

Zzlx;g t);gs pf;)r ;)lthei;s by, for example, building $2 million houses with six bedrooms for
ople. Lven more consumers buy SUVs that are fur lar

WO f more ger than th d,

cars with “performance designed for professional racing, and mountain—climle)}i’ngeaeﬂ—
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terrain vehicles to use in the flat Midwest. (Whose corn or soybean field do they imag-
ine driving through?)

Selfishness is insufficient regard for the welfare of others. Consumerism fosters
selfishness along with envy and greed. Envious people want the jobs, income, luxu-
ries, recognition, and so forth that others have. They habitually compare themselves
with those who have more and lament or resent their inferior position. This catalyzes
greed. Such people have little mental energy to compare themselves with those who
have less, so they tend selfishly to ignore occasions for helping the poor: hence the
continuing appeal of middle-class tax cuts that reduce government programs needed
by poor people.

As the tax cut example suggests, indifference follows selfishness. As people become
more preoccupied with themselves, they pay less attention to other people’s needs.
Dramatic evidence comes from First World consumer indifference to the plight of
poor people in the Third World who increasingly produce what we wear. According to
David Korten, the footwear company Nike, for example,

leaves production [of its shoes] in the hands of some 75,000 workers hired
by independent contractors. Most of the outsourced production takes place
in Indonesia, where a pair of Nikes that sells in the United States or Furope
for $73 to $135 is produced for about $5.60 by girls and young women
paid as little as fifteen cents an hour. The workers are housed in company
barracks, there are no unions, overtime is often mandatory, and if there is a
strike, the military may be called to break it up. The $20 million that bas-
ketball star Michael Jordan reportedly received in 1992 for promoting Nike
shoes exceeded the entire annual payroll of the Indonesian factories that
made them.?

This is typical, yet American consumers are so preoccupied with “stuff” that they
ignore information about the near slave conditions of production that keep prices low.
At the same time, however, our culture condemns the indifference of Germans during
World War II who failed to help Jews. This is perverse. Opposing Nazi policies could
be harmful to your health; buying domestically manufactured clothing is perfectly safe.

Traditional Virtues Oppose Consumerism
and Promote Human Flourishing

Traditional virtues inhibit the consumerism that impairs human flourishing and de-
grades the environment. Consider frugality, which is, write Robin and Dominguez,
“getting good value for every minute of your life energy and from everything you have
the use of. . . . Waste lies not in the number of possessions but in the failure to enjoy
them. . . . To be frugal means to have a high joy-to-stuff ratio. If you get one unit of
joy for each material possession, that’s frugal. But if you need ten possessions to even
begin registering on the joy meter, you're missing the point of being alive.”?® Such fru-
gality is closely allied to appreciation, the ability to appreciate and enjoy what you have.
People who joyfully appreciate what they have are less likely to envy people who have
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more. They avoid the frustration and anger characteristic of envy and live happily
without the compulsive consumption inherent in consumerism. Without compulsive
consumption, they have fewer worties about money and more time to spend in mean-
ingful relationships with family and friends. It is a win—win—win—win thing.

Temperance is another traditional virtue that opposes consumerism. When people
have a sense of what is enough, they are more rational consumers. They have houses
that are big enough but not so big as to waste space, money, and natural resources.
Temperate consumers know when to stop eating, when they have enough clothing,
and when a fancy wine is just too expensive. Advertisers and neoclassical economists
oppose temperance. According to the economic theory dominant in consumer soci-
eties, people’s wants are infinite, and there is no distinction between wants and needs,
s0 any want can be considered a need. Hence, people are continually frustrated because
they cannot have all that they are induced to think they need.

Practicing frugality, appreciation, and temperance creates opportunities to exercise
another traditional virtue, self-development. At least some of the time saved from work-
ing to afford items that give little joy can be used to develop hobbies and skills. Peo-
ple can learn to play tennis, play the guitar, speak a foreign language, or knit. The sense
of accomplishment from personal improvement in such pursuits cannot be bought. Of
course, these pursuits also require some consumption, but it is not compulsive con-
sumption. Practicing most sports and hobbies is much less expensive than acquiring
material goods without sense or limit, especially when self-development is combined
with frugality, appreciation, and temperance.

Dedication is another traditional virtue that stands between self-development and
overconsumption. People who go quickly from one activity to another without the
dedication needed for a reasonable chance of improvement or success may become ma-
jor consumers of equipment, books, materials, and training. Embarking on a new ac-
tivity often requires many purchases. On the other hand, those who, after some trial
and error, dedicate themselves for years to one or more projects of self-development
find long-term joy in the same books, equipment, and instruction. Such people tend
to avoid overconsumption, especially, again, when their dedication is combined with
frugality, appreciation, and temperance so that they avoid dedication to inherently
wasteful or environmentally destructive pursuits, such as off-road racing,

People who avoid compulsive consumption find it easier to practice the virtue of
generosity because they are not living on the edge of bankruptcy and can more easily
live without the money and possessions that compete with generosity for personal re-
sources. The possibility of generosity, in turn, promotes empathy with the plight of less
fortunate people. Overspent and overworked Americans find empathy difficult be-
cause, lacking the means to be helpful (money and time), their insight into other peo-
ple’s troubles, which can be painful for anyone, is unrelieved by the joy of participat-
ing in improvement. Frugal, appreciative, and temperate people, by contrast, have the
resources to be helpful and therefore the incentive to empathize with and help those

less fortunate than themselves. The virtue of dedication can be used in projects of
benevolence motivated by empathy.

Dedicated, empathic people engaged in projects of benevolence avoid the twin
vices of indifference and injustice. Empathy itself opposes indifference. Injustice often
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results from people taking advantage of others, directh or indirectly, knowi.ngly or un-
knowingly, as when Americans buy inexpensive clothing produced b“y Chl},d or near-
slave labor. People whose sense of self-worth is tied to the amount of “stuff” they own
resist paying the higher prices needed if workers are to receive just wages. By contrast,
frugal, appreciative, temperate consumers can make Jus‘tlce a condition of purchaéc.
Working conditions will improve in the Third World if enough consumers exercise

these virtues.

Traditional Virtues and Environmentalism
Are Mutually Reinforcing

I have argued that traditional virtues oppose consuglerism and that.consumerism isa
major impediment to human flourishing and a major cause of env1r(?nmental degra-
dation. This makes traditional virtues an ally of both anthropo;entnsm and nonan-
thropocentric environmentalism. It means that an.thro-pocentrlsm and nonanthro-
pocentrism are mutually supporting through their different but complemer}tflry
support for many traditional virtues and their different but complementary opposition
to many traditional vices. ‘ . ' L

Imagine an anthropocentrist who is most interested in human ﬂc'n'ms ing. 1f the
arguments given above are correct, such a person should promote traclmo.nal virtues as
a means to human flourishing. At the same time, the exercise of t'hese virtues will re-
duce human consumption and associated environmen.tal degradation, a re§ul.t favored
on other grounds by nonanthropocentrists (who con51d-er nature valuable in 1tsel.f). "

Now imagine a nonanthropocentric environmentah:st who values pature for 1ts§ )
She can argue that nonanthropocentrism among industrial people at this time calls for
reduced consumption and therefore opposition to consumerism. If t.h.e arguments
given above are correct, then consumerism is effectively opposed by traditional virtues,
so the environmentalist has a nonanthropocentrically based argument for traditional
virtues. These arguments reinforce anthropocentrically based arguments ' for these
virtues. There is synergy here because the two sets o'f arguments for environment-
friendly traditional virtues are stronger together than ether set is alone. .

An illustration may help to clarify the point. Consider no.nanthropo.centnsts op-
posed to people driving gas-guzzling SUVs becausse sucb VCth'lCS 'contrlbute greatly
to rapid climate change that threatens many species with extinction. Sucbffnonan—
thropocentrists have reason to oppose the vices of envy, Pnde, luxury, indifference,
and selfishness because these vices are implicated in decisions to own .SUVS. Adver-
tisements for SUVs induce envy. Drivers take pride in owning a vehicle larger and
more expensive than most others on the road. SUV owners seek t.he luxury of extra
room in the vehicle and are selfishly indifferent to the effects of its gre.enhouse gas
emissions on nature. So nonanthropocentrists oppose the tradi.ti.onal vices of envy,
pride, luxury, indifference, and selfishness and support the tradlt{onal virtues of ap-
preciation, frugality, and temperance, which incline people to reject SUVs in favor
of more modest vehicles.
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Anthropocentrists also have reasons to oppose SUVs on the ground that they
promote climate change, which is likely to harm many poor people around the world
by increasing vector-born diseases and reducing food availability.** Domestically,
SUVs endanger people in smaller cars. SUVs also exacerbate dependence on foreign
sources of oil, which motivates attempts to control oil-rich areas of the world, result-
ing in conflicts that take human lives. Finally, people trying to find happiness and ful-
fillment in the kind of car they drive are doomed to frustration because human flour-
ishing cannot rest on any such basis. So anthropocentrists have their own reasons to
oppose vices that promote SUV ownership and to favor virtues that discourage the
purchase of an SUV.

The two sets of reasons against SUV ownership are compatible, complementary,
and additive, as they are mediated by opposition to the same vices and promotion of
.the same virtues. Together these two sets of reasons are stronger than either set is by it-
self. Thus, there is synergy between them.

Here is another example of synergy. Anthropocenttists have reason to oppose the
typical American diet because it impairs human health. It is rich in saturated fats and
calories that lead to heart disease and obesity. Anthropocentrists have good reason,
therefore, to oppose gluttony and promote temperance.

Nonanthropocentric considerations, such as those concerning the welfare of ani-
mals on factory farms, support the same changes of behavior through appeal to differ-
ent traditional virtues—empathy, benevolence, and generosity. Americans overeat
partly because food is inexpensive. It is inexpensive in part because of cruel methods
of food production on factory farms. Continuing to eat factory-farm-produced food
once its associated cruelties are known displays the vices of indifference and selfishness.
Nonanthropocentrists who avoid factory-farm-produced food out of concern for ani-
mal welfare display the virtues of empathy and benevolence. Because they knowingly
pay more for food, their choice displays the virtue of generosity as well.

Here nonanthropocentric considerations support the same behavior as anthro-
pocentric considerations—reduced consumption of factory-farm-produced food—but
do so through appeal to different traditional virtues and opposition to different tradi-
tional vices. The two lines of argument are compatible, complementary, and additive.
There is synergy between them.

Practical Implications

In light of the arguments above, the following questions must be addressed: How
should we expect people with the traditional virtues discussed above to act differenty
from most other people in society? How thoroughly should we expect them to reject
consumerism? Must a virtuous person abjure automobile ownership? Must a virtuous
person be a vegetarian? What are the practical implications of synergistic environmen-
tal virtues?

If virtue is to promote human flourishing, it cannot often require lifestyles so out
of harmony with mainstream social expectations that virtuous people lack the compan-
ionship and camaraderie that flourishing as a social animal requires. To promote human
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flourishing, virtue must also avoid prescribing behavior that is impractical in the
human-built environment, such as life without a car in many American communities.

I suggest addressing such matters with what I call the Principle of Anticipatory
Cooperation (PAC). The PAC calls for actions that deviate from the social norm in the
direction of the ideal that virtuous people aspire to for themselves and others but
which do not deviate so much that virtue impairs instead of fosters flourishing. Con-
sider, for example, car ownership and use. If life without a car is nearly crippling, the
PAC does not require that virtuous people abjure car ownership and use. It requires
only that they try to arrange their lives so that their car use and its adverse impacts are
substantially less than is common in that society at that time. If most cars get twenty
miles to the gallon, but good cars are available at reasonable cost that get thirty miles
to the gallon, the virtuous person will, other things being equal, choose the more fuel-
efficient car. She will also use public transportation and carpool more than is common
when she can do so without bending her life out of shape. Her behavior anticipates
more widespread participation in such practices and therefore helps to move society in
a desirable direction.

If behavior like this becomes more common in society—average fuel efficiency ap-
proaches thirty miles to the gallon, for example, and car makers come out with rea-
sonably priced cars that are even more fuel efficient—the virtuous person should,
when finances permit, choose a car that is again considerably more fuel efficient than
average. Absent some special need or problem, the virtuous person buying a new car
today would choose a gas/electric hybrid that gets at least forty-five miles to the gal-
lon. Similarly, if the transportation infrastructure changes to make public transporta-
tion more convenient and popular, the virtuous person will increase her use of public
transportation so that it still exceeds the norm for people with similar transportation
needs. A virtuous couple would likely be among the first to get by with only one car.

Virtuous people will try also to reduce below the common level their consump-
tion of meat and animal products. Considerations of cruelty to livestock reared on fac-
tory farms may not require complete vegetarianism because in some places humanely
raised livestock is available. But meat and animal products are nevertheless inefficient
means of acquiring nutrition because livestock use most of nature’s food-producing ca-
pacity for their own bodily maintenance. Only one-third to one-tenth of the nutrition
that Earth produces reaches human consumers of meat and animal products. As peo-
ple cat lower on the food chain they generally reduce the impact of their food con-
sumption on the Earth and other species. The PAC requires, then, that people avoid
the products of factory farms and reduce their consumption of meat and animal prod-
ucts below what is common in society, staying ahead of common practice as it (if it)
moves toward a vegan norm.

The spirit of compromise in the PAC stems from two considerations. One, already
mentioned, is that virtue should promote human flourishing; it would not if it required
heroic sacrifice. The second consideration is justice. There is no justice in virtuous peo-
ple trying to be perfect in social circumstances that make such attempts nearly self-
destructive. Of course, the virtues considered here may require some short-term sacrifice.
If my arguments are correct, however, the long-term result will be a better life. People
who reject consumerism (without becoming utterly at odds with society) will flourish
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better than people whose lives are dominated by envy, greed, work, money worties, and
separation from family and friends. People who reject consumerism in favor of tradi-
tional virtues will also lead more environmentally friendly lives.

In conclusion, people in industrial, consumer-oriented socicties should cultivate
traditional virtues to benefit themselves, other human beings, and the nonhuman en-
vironment. Anthropocentric and nonanthropocentric arguments for cultivating and
exercising these virtues are mutually reinforcing, and their combination is synergistic.
However, because the arguments for this conclusion depend on the baleful effects of
consumerism, I draw no conclusions about virtue in nonconsumer-oriented societies.
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