
“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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Cafaro. New York and Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005, pp. 
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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 Sandier 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 ethics5 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 
Sandier, 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. HuJnan 
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." Cafaro forcefully 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 he* - a person with such corrupted priorities will not experi- 
ence deep happiness. But gluttony is also bad for the environment - an 
increased deniiand 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 attitikdes 
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 of 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 wecan 
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 oui 
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 tlhey 
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 in1 the 
biotic community, for nonanthropocentric as well as anthropocenEric rea- 
sons" (112). To combat the repugnant conclusions problem, we need to 
add agent-cetttered 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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