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Abstract

In this thesis, I aim to show that virtue oriented approaches to environmental ethics
are in a position to provide satisfying answers to two central ethical questions: “What
kind of person should I be?”, and “What should I do?” I argue that two such
approaches — Rosalind Hursthouse’s environmental virtue ethics and Philip Cafaro’s
account of environmental vice — provide insights about how we ought to be with
regard to the environment, in terms of character and attitudes. Ithen defend
Hursthouse’s account of right action against several objections. First, I respond to
the worry that a shortage of environmental exemplars might count against
Hursthouse, by showing that non-virtuous agents can conceive of what to do by
seeking to avoid acting from environmental vices. Second, I respond the worry that
her account of right action fails to generate the right result for non-virtuous agents in
some cases, by showing that such cases can be accounted for by appeal to the
distinction between action guidance and action assessment. Third, I consider the
worry that her theory will fail to provide concrete action guidance. Theories which
seek to provide concrete action guidance in all contexts face serious problems of their
own, I respond. Further, I maintain that Hursthouse is not ruled out from providing

the sort of action guidance her critics are interested in.
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Introduction

A principle of right action functions within a virtue-oriented ethical theory in the
same way that a principle of right action functions within consequentialism and
deontology. The theory’s principle of right action is filled out by providing an
account of the virtuous agent, or substantive accounts of the virtues, in the same way
a value axiology does so in a consequentialist theory, and in the same way that an
account of the moral law does so in a deontological theory (Hursthouse, 1999;
Sandler, 2007).

In a theory of environmental ethics, the aim is to provide an account of the norms of
character and the norms of action which ought to govern our human relationship
with the natural environment. If the two central ethical questions are “What kind of
person should I be?” and “What should I do?”, a theory of environmental virtue
ethics needs to provide a satisfying answer to both, informing us on the qualities of
character we ought to cultivate with regard to the environment, and the sorts of
behaviour we ought to engage in with regard to the environment (Sandler, 2005:
p.2).

These two rather broad characterizations provide a useful framework for
understanding the project of constructing a virtue-oriented approach to
environmental ethics, along with the potential obstacles facing such a project. Of
particular importance, it is expected that a theory of this kind meets a common
objection to virtue ethics — the charge that virtue ethics fails to tell us what to do. As
suggested by the above characterizations of virtue ethics and environmental ethics
respectively, the question of whether or not a theory can provide a plausible account
of right action is not entirely divorced from the question of whether it can provide a
plausible account of what makes a character trait a virtue — the latter informs the
former.

In this thesis, my project is to show that virtue oriented approaches to environmental
ethics are in a position to provide satisfying answers to both central ethical
questions, namely, “What kind of person should I be?”, and “What should I do?” with
regard to the natural environment. In chapter one, I argue that two virtue-oriented
approaches, namely Rosalind Hursthouse’s environmental virtue ethics and Philip
Cafaro’s account of environmental vice, provide insights into the causes and

solutions surrounding the environmental crisis, particularly in terms of character
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and attitudes. I propose a requirement that an account of the norms of character
that ought to govern our relationship with the natural environment requires a
background theory of virtue. I then outline Hursthouse's eudaimonistic account of
what makes a character trait a virtue, defending it against a few criticisms from
Ronald Sandler, and concluding that he is mistaken in asserting that we need to
move to a more inclusive, pluralistic account.

In chapter two, I outline Hursthouse’s theory of right action, and consider an
epistemological objection to this account. The objection is that an imperfect agent
cannot know what a fully virtuous agent would do in certain circumstances because
they do not possess the virtues. Hursthouse responds to this objection, stating that
the obvious thing for an imperfect agent to do in these circumstances is to find a
virtuous agent, and ask them what they would do, should this be possible. She also
claims that we come to know how to act towards the environment by conceiving of
how someone who possesses the virtues would act, but also that we have very few
exemplars of the relevant virtues. I interpret this latter claim as a concession, albeit
an unintentional one, that her environmental virtue ethics cannot provide action
guidance. I argue that this problem can be alleviated, but not by showing that
imperfect agents can seek out the guidance of environmentally virtuous agents.
Instead I argue that the theory provides action guidance in the form of v-rules, where
each vice generates a corresponding prohibition.

As I suggested above, the spheres of interpersonal ethics and environmental ethics
are not entirely divorced from one another, and in this way, problems facing virtue
ethics in this first area have direct implications for the theory on the latter. In chapter
three then, I consider a different family of objections against Hursthouse’s principle
of right action. These pertain to non-virtuous agents, where the worry is that her
principle of right action fails to generate the right result for such agents, in cases
where the intuitively right action is not the characteristic behaviour of a virtuous
person. Irespond by showing that the cases which critics of virtue ethics are
concerned with here are similar to a case for which Hursthouse’s distinction between
action guidance and action assessment is able to account; I then try to account for
them in a similar fashion.

In chapter four I consider the worry that virtue oriented approaches to
environmental ethics will fail to provide concrete action guidance in specific

environmental contexts. Following Julia Annas, I argue that there are compelling



reasons to think that the goal of constructing a theory that provides concrete action
guidance to any agent in any situation will likely run into serious problems of its
own, in that it looks to remove an important sense in which the agent performing the
act is either praiseworthy or blameworthy. Independent of this response, I argue
that Hursthouse’s theory is able to provide the sort of action guidance that the critics
are interested in, by showing that her theory is consistent, in the relevant respects,
with a theory that provides a virtue-oriented approach to environmental decision

making, namely Ronald Sandler’s.



1. Environmental Virtues and Vices

1.1. Introduction

Theories of environmental ethics require both an account of the norms of action, and
an account of the norms of character that ought to govern our interactions with
nature (Sandler, 2005: p.2). This chapter is concerned with the project of outlining
the latter, in relation to virtue oriented approaches to the theory, and discussing
what Rosalind Hursthouse describes as “the green belief”, a view, common to
environmental ethicists, that a fairly radical shift in the way we engage with nature is
vital (2007: p.155).

My first goal is to outline what I take to be the key themes running through virtue
oriented approaches to environmental ethics and elaborate on the ways in which
approaches of this kind account for the human relationship with the environment,
particularly in regard to the qualities of character we ought to cultivate.

Hursthouse (2007) offers two formulations of what a theory of this kind might be
like. On the first formulation, “old” virtues and vices are applied to environmental
contexts, in order to gain a new understanding of what it might mean to be, for
example, cruel or compassionate in such contexts. On the second formulation, she
seeks to introduce two new virtues, in order to capture those areas of our relationship
with the environment that “old” virtues and vices seem to be incapable of capturing
(2007: p.155).

Philip Cafaro (2005) is concerned with the idea that our professed values about the
environment are totally out of sync with our actions towards it. On his view, a great
many Americans label themselves as environmentalists and strongly support policies
in favour of the environment, but these same Americans, Cafaro thinks, behave in
environmentally irresponsible ways. This behaviour, according to Cafaro, stems
from certain character defects — environmental vices — namely gluttony, arrogance,
greed and apathy (Cafaro, 2005: p. 135).

Throughout the early part of this chapter I will discuss the ways in which virtue-
oriented approaches can provide insights into the causes and solutions surrounding
the environmental crisis, particularly in terms of character and attitudes, making use
of the two accounts considered above.

Sandler argues that we must provide a background theory of what makes a character

trait a virtue, to ensure that the normative claims we make are more than mere
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rhetoric (2007: p.2).

On this score I will outline and defend Hursthouse's general eudaimonistic account
of what makes a character trait a virtue, showing the place that such an account
occupies in her theory of right action. In doing so, I will consider Sandler's criticisms
of this account, which prompt him to construct a teleological, pluralistic, naturalistic
account of what makes a character trait a virtue.

I contend that the criticisms given by Sandler on this point are not decisive, mainly
because they rest upon an unsubstantiated claim about whether any purportedly
non-eudaimonistic ends come into play, when considering the question of what

makes a character trait a virtue.

1.2. Norms of Character

1.2.1. The Green Belief

It is apparent that the environmental crisis facing the world today is, at least
partially, a product of our relationship as humans with non-human nature. Climate
change sceptics aside, it is commonly acknowledged that global warming, rising sea
levels, ozone layer depletion, and deforestation are among the many environmental
issues we ought to concern ourselves with. Several factors have played a role in
creating these problems: rapid population growth, worldwide technological
developments that have enabled an increase in the human use of resources, and free
market economies that place economic factors at the centre of decision making
around issues such as waste treatment. Above all, it could be said that both the
causes and solutions lie in our beliefs, attitudes and values towards nature. Attitudes
that regard the natural environment as something freely available to us, and
something to which we can do whatever we like, are particularly prevalent in western
societies (Park, 2007: p.151). It may be argued that a fairly radical shift in the way in
which we engage with nature is vitally important. This particular line of thought,
described by Rosalind Hursthouse as “the green belief”, is very much the focus of
environmental ethics, a field that sets out to understand the human relationship with
nature, and determine the norms that ought to govern our interactions with it
(Hursthouse, 2007; Sandler, 2005: p.1).

The claim that we ought to bring about a radical shift carries with it the suggestion

that there is something wrong with the way we currently engage with nature, a claim
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that needs to be demonstrated with reference to some account of rightness. To go
about demonstrating the wrongness of the human relationship with nature, theories
of environmental ethics require both an account of the norms of action, and the
norms of character that ought to govern our interactions with it. Ronald Sandler
describes environmental virtue ethics as the project of identifying the latter, a claim
that carries with it the suggestion that the theory can remain agnostic on the role of
identifying the former (i.e. that it can play a supplementary role to non-virtue ethical
versions of environmental ethics). In Sandler's view, the central ethical question is
“How should one live?” He believes that a full treatment of that question will inform
not only what we ought to do, but also the kind of person we ought to be, in terms of
what attitudes and dispositions we ought to have (2005: p.1-2). In my view, and as
Sandler argues elsewhere (2007), virtue ethics, despite its emphasis on the latter, can
provide a plausible account of right action, a proposal that I will discuss in later

chapters.

1.2.2. Applying Environmental Virtues and Vices

For the purposes of this chapter then, let us consider what the theory brings to the
table in regard to the norms of character an environmental ethics would require,
along with the general question: “What is it that is so wrong with the way we engage
with nature?” Hursthouse (2007) offers two such answers. On the one hand, we can
go about defending the green belief in terms of “old” virtues and vices — those on the
standard list. The strategy involved here is to pick out the virtue or vice relevant to
our relations with nature, to discuss it in this context, and to thereby give it a new
application or dimension, in order to gain a new perception, or understanding of
what it means to possess that character trait — i.e, to be arrogant or properly humble,
cruel or compassionate with regard to the environment, and so forth. In virtue
ethical terms then, one possible way of demonstrating the wrongness of the way in
which we engage with nature, is to reconfigure these virtues and vices as follows.
Perhaps it is the case that present ecological disasters we face have been brought
about by the vices of greed, in owning several cars, and short-sightedness, in failing
to consider future generations. What we lack is the virtue of prudence, the decision
procedure which enables thoughtful action - the cultivation, and possession of which
would provide the means to solve these issues, along with the more specific virtues

that prudence enables us to possess (Hursthouse, 2007: p.155).
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In addition to this, Hursthouse suggests another strategy. It may be that those “old”
virtues and vices standardly thought to have a direct application to environmental
issues, particularly proper humility and arrogance, do not seem to capture everything
we would expect to see involved in one’s proper relationship with nature, and one’s
attitude towards it. On such grounds, Hursthouse proposes a second version of
environmental virtue ethics, which involves the introduction of two new virtues, the
first being a disposition to feel the emotion of wonder in the right way (explicitly in
terms of the wonders of nature, perhaps), and the second being a respect for nature,
or as she prefers to call it, the disposition to be rightly oriented toward nature
(Hursthouse, 2007: p. 161-167). As I understand her second version of the theory,
the wrongness of our behaviour toward the environment then looks to manifest itself
in the fact that a great many of us fail to possess, and act from, these nature-specific
virtues.

In any case, if a radical shift in the way we engage with nature is imperative, then
surely, just who counts as the “we” in this equation will quite likely be a matter of
degree, particularly in terms of accountability. I do not personally go about dumping
toxic waste into the streams, or contaminating waterways with agricultural effluent
runoff, and nor do I advocate policies that allow practices of this kind to occur.
However, assuming that practices of this kind do occur, the prices I pay for car
batteries and milk are presumably lower than they would be if companies took on
more environmentally-friendly practices, so there is no doubt that I benefit from
those harms in that sense. Similarly, whether directly, by the places we travel, or
causally, through the products we buy, as consumers we collectively rely on transport
methods that contribute heavily to environmental degradation, particularly ozone
layer depletion. Like any other ordinary western citizen then, I am not absolved from
the harms caused to the environment, even if, for instance, my carbon footprint is
considerably less than that of major culprits.

These points are recognized by both Hursthouse and Philip Cafaro in their respective
versions of environmental virtue ethics. That there is a matter of degree across
individuals in the wrongness of the way they engage with nature can be expressed, on
Hursthouse’s view, by the idea that one’s wrong behaviour can be interpreted as
either expressive of a vice, or to a lesser degree reflective of that agent’s failure to
possess or act upon the corresponding virtue. On the application of “old” virtues and

vices to the examples of animal suffering and human slavery, she writes:
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The fact that I myself, as an ordinary deskbound city-dweller, am not actually
out and about inflicting cruelty on chickens, sheep, cows, pigs and so on, may
preserve me from rightly being called ‘cruel’ but I do not merit being called
compassionate, if, knowing about the cruel practices, I still enjoy their fruits,
any more than I merit being called just if I knowingly enjoy the fruits of slave
labour while congratulating myself on not actually being a slave owner
(Hursthouse, 2007: p.156).
In relation to the earlier example, a similar application can be made. In pointing to
the fact that I do not pollute land and streams, and the fact that I keep my carbon
footprint as low as I possibly can while still owning a car, I should rightly be able to
avoid being described as arrogant, or apathetic in my exchanges with the
environment (or whatever the relevant environmental vices may be). At the very
same time, by enjoying the fruits of these ecological harms, knowingly (presuming
the causal connection I described is not merely hypothetical), and by continuing to
willingly use environmentally harmful transport methods, sometimes, I cannot
correctly call myself ‘rightly oriented to nature’ (or whatever the relevant
environmental virtue may be). In any case, there is certainly a matter of degree here
— I am probably not as accountable as someone who pollutes the environment, but
am clearly still well short of possessing the relevant environmental virtues to any
high degree.
In some ways then, it may be correct to describe our behaviour toward the
environment as falling somewhat short of virtue, rather than expressive of vice, but
in others, a less sympathetic analysis may be in order. Cafaro (2005) is concerned
with the idea that our professed values about the environment are totally out of sync
with our actions towards it. As he has it, a great majority of Americans see
themselves as environmentalists, and strongly support policies in its favour, but that
same majority behave in environmentally irresponsible ways. In relation to the
points made earlier, it is largely inescapable that we rely on environmentally harmful
transport methods and products, (short of moving off the grid, or starting a
commune, say) but in any case, the extent to which we do so is not. On Cafaro’s view,
it is granted that the major causes of the crisis at hand are structural and political,
though it is clear that all of us, or at least all of us that care for nature, share some
responsibility to make wiser environmental decisions in our everyday lives. As he

points out, even within our urbanized, western lives, there is genuine choice in a lot
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of cases — “nobody forces us to buy big SUVs, build three-car garages or let our
bicycles rust” (2005: p.135-136). His explanation for the gap between our professed
values, and our real actions, is that our poor behaviour stems from particular
character defects or vices (Cafaro, 2005: p.135-136).

It is important to consider a further question. In what ways can a virtue-oriented
approach to environmental ethics add weight to the claim that our attitudes toward
nature are both a leading cause of the crisis at hand, and a major obstacle to
providing viable solutions? Earlier, I suggested that the causes and solutions to the
environmental crisis lay in our attitudes toward nature. I am convinced that attitudes
which view nature as something to which we can do whatever we like, as well as
attitudes that reflect failings in our own lives generally are (at least partially) the
cause of the environmental crisis, insofar as they motivate bad behaviour toward the
environment — such as the wanton destruction of trees, the careless pollution of
rivers, and so forth. This much is consistent with Cafaro’s views about the
environment-specific vices. It is easy to see the environmental harms of gluttony, for
instance, the vice that refers to excessive overindulgence in eating and drinking. A
study in 2000 by the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Unit
uncovered that Americans consumed 2800 calories per day on average, 600 calories
higher than necessary. This habit of consuming approximately 25% more than the
recommended intake meant that the amount of land needed to graze animals and
grow crops also grew by 25%, leading to further increases in the amount of pollutants
dumped on the land, and running into rivers and streams by 25% (Cafaro, 2005:
p.141).

Following this general line, if we are to go about solving the environmental crisis, our
attitudes toward nature are in much need of replacement, insofar as we need to
motivate good behaviour toward the environment. A virtue-oriented approach
would say that good behaviour comes from the right orientation toward nature,
insofar as the environmentally virtuous agent is disposed to respond to the
environment in an excellent or fine way, both emotionally, and through action
(Sandler, 2005: p.3). On account of the “old” virtues and vices then, and in relation
to Cafaro’s example, one can discuss temperance as being environmentally relevant -
one who possesses and cultivates the character trait of temperance correctly assigns
due weight to one’s pleasures, and they do so for the right reasons, remaining happily

on a diet of 2200 calories, and thereby contributing to a more environmentally
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sustainable level of agricultural production and the like. As an attitude, temperance,
by itself, will not solve the environmental crisis — human beings will need a fair
amount of work on cultivating other environmental virtues — but it certainly goes a
long way to cancelling out gluttony. If my analysis is correct, it follows that virtue-
oriented approaches look to identify the norms of character that ought to govern our
relationship with the natural environment. The specification of environmental virtue
and vice allows us to demonstrate the wrongness of our present human relationship
with nature in terms of character and provides insights into how our attitudes
towards the environment may be in need of revision, in light of present ecological

disasters.

1.3. What Makes a Character Trait a Virtue?

1.3.1. Locating Character in a Theory of Right Action
Thus far I have been operating with Sandler's assumption that an adequate
environmental ethic is required to provide an account of the norms of action and
norms of character which ought to govern our human behaviour with the natural
environment (2005: p.2). It is worth considering a few potential obstacles for virtue
oriented approaches, when confronted with the task of specifying the latter, in
particular, around whether it provides the resources to meet the requirements of an
adequate environmental ethic. In Character and Environment (2007), Sandler
writes that an environmental ethic is adequate to the extent that it:
A: Provides a basis for reliable, sustained, and justified critique of
environmentally unsustainable practices, policies and lifestyles.
B: Provides action and policy guidance in concrete situations involving
individual or community interactions or relationships with the natural
environment.
C: Provides arguments, reasons, or justifications that are efficacious in moving
people to perform the actions or adopt the policies that are recommended
(2007: p.108).
I should make it clear that condition A is the primary focus of my discussions in this
chapter. In chapter four, I use condition B as a general framework for my
discussions on Hursthouse’s arguments in relation to the worry that a virtue oriented

approach to environmental ethics will fail to provide concrete action guidance in
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specific environmental contexts. In both cases, however, I will remain agnostic on
whether condition C can be met.

Since the focus of this chapter is on specifying the norms of character that ought to
govern our relationship with the natural environment, let us consider the relevance
of the question “what makes a character trait a virtue?” in relation to virtue-oriented
approaches to environmental ethics. According to Sandler, if we want our claims
about which character traits are environmental virtues and vices to be more than
rhetoric, we must give a basis or standard for their evaluation. Further, he thinks
that disagreements about which character traits are environmental virtues and vices
often stem from different accounts of what makes a character trait a virtue or vice in
general (Sandler, 2007: p.9).

It can be reasonably assumed then, that the task of forming an account of what
makes a character trait an environmental virtue is central to whether or not a virtue
oriented approach to environmental ethics can provide the resources to meet
condition A. My arguments in the early part of this chapter were an attempt to
defend the green belief, namely by providing an explanation for why our current
relationship with the natural environment is problematic. If such arguments are
sound, environmental virtue ethics provides seems to provide a basis of critique for
environmentally unsustainable lifestyles, policies and practices. However, even if the
claims made in that section are compelling, for instance, on temperance as an
environmental virtue, it might be argued that they lack normative force, in the
absence of a general theory about what makes a character trait a virtue.

The task for the remainder of this chapter will be to overcome this issue, by
defending Hursthouse’s eudaimonistic account of what makes a character trait a
virtue, showing that the general account underwrites both of her proposed versions
of environmental virtue ethics.

Sandler thinks that there are serious difficulties for a certain type of approach to
specifying environmental virtue, which he describes as the environmental exemplar
approach. Approaches of this kind begin from a prior conception of which agents are
environmentally virtuous, which is problematic, in the sense that they fail to provide
the means to adjudicate between conflicting views about who is environmentally
virtuous. As Sandler has it, this does not diminish the importance of the study of
moral exemplars. However, a background theory of what makes a character trait a

virtue or vice is necessary for avoiding such issues, while allowing us to more
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accurately track what makes a character trait an environmental virtue (Sandler,
2007: p.13).
In any case, there is a further need to provide such an account of what makes a
character trait a virtue. A principle of right action functions within a virtue-oriented
ethical theory in the same way that principles of right action function with
consequentialism and deontology (Hursthouse, 1999; Sandler, 2007). For example,
the principle of right action governing many act-consequentialist theories is “An
action is right if and only if it promotes the best (or good enough) consequences”,
whereas the principle governing many deontological theories is “An action is right if
and only if it conforms to the moral law” (Sandler, 2007: p.86). Each principle is
provided with content or made more substantive by an account of the best
consequences (e.g. the satisfaction of peoples' desires or the maximization of
pleasure), and an account of the moral law (e.g. rules that are commanded by God or
maxims that are universalizable) respectively (Sandler, 2007: p.86).
The principles of right action governing virtue-oriented ethical theories are filled out
by providing an account of the virtuous agent, or substantive accounts of the virtues.
In either case, the virtues are providing content to the virtue oriented principle of
right action, just as a value axiology provides content to consequentialist principles
of right action, and an account of the moral law provides content to deontological
principles of right action. As much of my focus throughout this thesis will be on
showing how Hursthouse's virtue ethics can meet objections against its principle of
right action, let us locate that principle of right action in relation to her virtue ethical
theory as a whole, in order to show the place that a endaimonistic account of virtue
occupies within it:

P.1. An action is right iff it is what a virtuous agent would characteristically

(i.e. acting in character) do in the circumstances

P.1a. A virtuous agent is one who has, and exercises, certain character traits,

namely, the virtues

P.2. A virtue is a character trait that is needed by human beings for

eudaimonia, to flourish or live well (Hursthouse, 1999: p.28-29)
By introducing the concept of the virtuous agent, the principle itself implicitly
introduces the idea that a virtuous agent possesses the virtues, which implicitly
introduces the idea that a virtue is a character trait that a human being needs for

flourishing, or eudaimonia. (Hurshouse, 1999: p.29). In this way, what makes an
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action right is defined, in part, by what makes a character trait a virtue.

1.3.2. Eudaimonism about What Makes a Character Trait a Virtue

In basic terms then, Hursthouse's endaimonistic account of what makes a character
trait a virtue is that “virtues are character traits that a person needs to flourish or live
well” (Sandler, 2007: p.14). To provide content to that view, Hursthouse commits
herself to a few further claims. First, she argues that claims about “good” human
beings are analogous, in terms of evaluative structure, to claims about “good”
individuals of other species and life forms. The sense in which the term “good” is
being used here is crucial in showing how the two are analogous. As Hursthouse
points out, “Good”, belongs to a class of attributive adjectives which includes terms
like “large” and “small” (1999: p.195).

Further, and consistent with Hursthouse’s view, Philippa Foot notes that “good” as
an attributive adjective, has different properties to predicative adjectives, like the
word “red”. The word “red” operates independently of any noun to which it is
attached. When the term “good” is attached to a noun, however, for example, in the
sentence “a good F”, whether or not a particular F counts as a good F depends heavily
on what is substituted for the term “F”. If one realizes that one has discovered a
mouse, after mistakenly thinking it was a rat, one’s description of that animal
changes from “large” to “small”. In the same way, “bad” might change to “good”
when we consider a work of philosophy first as a work of philosophy, then as a
soporific. Questions around whether or not a particular thing is good cannot be
answered without thinking of it as a member of a certain kind. In order to
understand what makes a particular F a good F, first we must come to understand
the nature of Fs (Foot, 2001: p.2-3).

In line with this reasoning, Hursthouse’s general account entails that there should
not be a surprising transformation in the structure of evaluative judgements of
goodness and badness, when we move first from assessments of plants to
assessments of nonhuman animals, and further, to assessments of human beings.
This form of evaluation can be applied to human beings, and it can be done so not
only with regard to biological evaluations (i.e. assessments of health), but further,
with respect to character evaluations (i.e. assessments of virtue and vice).
Assessments of virtue and vice involve evaluating what is left after we have separated

out the bare biological parts and processes, namely, emotions, desires, and actions
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(from both reason and inclination) (Sandler, 2007: p.17). In this way, Hursthouse
provides the following framework for assessing human beings:
A human being is ethically good (i.e. virtuous) insofar as she is well fitted with
respect to her (i) emotions, (ii) desires, and (iii) actions (from reason and
inclination); whether she is well fitted is determined by whether these aspects
well serve (1) her survival, (2) the continuance of the species, (3) her
characteristic freedom from pain and characteristic enjoyment, and (4) the
good functioning of her social groups — in the way characteristic of human
beings, (Hursthouse, 1999: p.202).
On her view then, for one to be a good human being, it is necessary that one is well
endowed with regard to the aspects listed. To possess human virtues is to be well
endowed in this way. According to Hursthouse, the human virtues make their
possessor good qua human being (1999: p.208). A person who possesses human
virtues is “good” in the sense that she is a good member of a certain kind. In light of
Foot’s claim that I pointed out earlier, we cannot know what it means for a particular
F to be a good F, until we come to understand the nature of Fs. Hursthouse’s
account, in this way, provides us with a framework for understanding the nature of
Fs, so to speak. It provides us with a framework for understanding the nature of
human beings, so that we can assess whether or not a certain human being is a
“good” human being. Whether or not a human being is a good human being turns
upon whether or not she is well fitted with regard to her emotions, desires and
actions. Whether or not she is well fitted with regards to her emotions, desires and
actions turns upon whether these aspects serve her ability to live well and flourish.
In this way then, a virtue is a character trait a human needs in order to flourish — it is
a character trait they need to realize those four eudaimonistic ends — in a
characteristically human way (Hursthouse, 1999: p.208).
It is worth pointing out that this general eudaimonistic account is consistent with the
two respective versions of environmental virtue ethics proposed by Hursthouse. In
short, it is clear that the eudaimonistic account underwrites each version, and thus,
each account of what makes a character trait an environmental virtue. On the first
version, we take an “old” virtue or vice, and gain a new perception or understanding
of what it means to act in accordance with that virtue or vice, in an environmental
context. Thus, it is assumed from the outset that the “o0ld” virtue or vice in question

has gained its status as a result of the naturalistic framework considered — an “old”
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virtue is a character trait that is needed by a human being for eudaimonia, to flourish
or live well. On the second version, which seeks to introduce new virtues, the
stringent framework Hursthouse considers for the introduction — or discovery - of a
virtue is consistent with the naturalistic framework above, emphasizing the fact that
possession of a virtue is concerned with certain dispositions and emotional reactions

(2007: p. 158, 160).

1.3.3. Objections to Eudaimonism

Returning to the question of what makes a character trait a virtue in general, let us
consider a few objections to Hursthouse’s account from Ronald Sandler. First,
Sandler questions the eudaimonistic assumption underpinning the arguments made
by Hursthouse, in her account of what makes a character trait a virtue. According to
eudaimonism, he writes, ethics is about flourishing or living well, and a person is
virtuous or ethically successful if she is well disposed to do so. However, if the
central ethical question is “How should I live?” then the fundamental ethical
question concerning character is “What kind of person should I be?” according to
Sandler. This question has broader scope than the question “What character traits
are conducive to my flourishing?” Furthermore, on Sandler’s view our rational and
psychological capacities allow us to value things in their own right, and acknowledge
that such value makes a claim upon us to respond to them, irrespective of whether
being disposed to do so promotes our own flourishing, or is constitutive of it. On
these grounds, according to Sandler, even if eudaimonistic considerations turn out to
be the only relevant considerations when we come to assess character traits, it is
presumptuous to rule out the possibility that other types of reason-giving
considerations will arise, from the beginning (Sandler, 2007: p.27).

It is a possibility that what makes a character trait a virtue is not a single feature,
(such as the promotion of good states of affairs or benefitting the agent), but several,
according to Sandler. The bare possibility that this might be so prompts him to move
to a more inclusive or pluralistic account of what makes a character trait a virtue,
that accounts for both eudaimonistic and non-eudaimonistic ends, should there be
any (Sandler, 2007: p.27).

Importantly, Sandler provides an explanation about how this possibility might be
realized. If living things or sentient animals have a good of their own, a good that

justifies concern for them in their own right, then certain character traits might be

20



virtues, at least partly, on account of the fact that they promote, or do not hinder the
realization of that good. A further possibility is the case of benevolence towards
other humans. We seem to have an intuition, he thinks, that what makes this
particular character trait a virtue is the promotion of someone else’s good, rather
than the fact that it benefits the agent who possesses that virtue, or that it enables
them to flourish or live well (Sandler, 2007: p.27).

On the other hand, Sandler does not commit himself to the claim that living things
and sentient animals have a good of their own, and stops short of claiming that his
pluralistic account has an explanation for what the appropriate responsiveness might
be for something which has the property of agent-independent value. However, he
thinks that the fact that we appear to be able to recognize the possibility of such non-
eudaimonistic considerations, means that we must continue inquiring as to whether
there are any. If it turns out there are, we need to consider whether they justify some
forms of responsiveness or character traits over others (Sandler, 2007: p.27).
Sandler’s arguments here are strong, on account of the fact that Hursthouse’s
eudaimonistic account does not appear to find room for such considerations, if they
should arise. Indeed, he considers one possible response from the eudaimonist. A
committed eudaimonist might reply, he thinks, by arguing that she can
accommodate for the sorts of considerations concerned, either by subsuming them
under the four eudaimonistic ends listed in Hursthouse’s account, or by including
additional eudaimonistic ends. Such responses fail, he thinks, on account of the fact
that they do not appreciate the nature of these additional considerations, which are
distinct from eudaimonistic considerations, for the very reason that they directly
concern ends and values independent of the agent’s own flourishing. A eudaimonist
could try arguing that noneudaimonistic ends are irrelevant to substantive
specification of the virtues, but she could not expect to subsume agent-independent
ends under agent-relative ends. A proposal which allows considerations unrelated to
agent flourishing to justify certain character traits as virtues is not really

eudaimonism, according to Sandler (2007: p.27).

1.3.4. A Response to Sandler
If Sandler’s argument is sound, then non-eudaimonistic ends indeed seem to be a
problem for Hursthouse. However, I argue that Sandler’s argument against

eudaimonism is not decisive in providing reason to abandon the theory as an account
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of what makes a character trait a virtue, and this is for a couple of important reasons.
First, eudaimonism’s supposed failure in scope rests upon unsubstantiated
assumptions about the likelihood that non-eudaimonistic considerations will play a
role in what makes a character trait a virtue — it is merely an open question around
whether or not such considerations will play a role at all in what makes a character
trait a virtue. Rather than responding by trying to explain away the importance of
non-eudaimonistic considerations, or by trying subsume them under eudaimonistic
ends, an obvious response is to shift the burden of proof back to Sandler on this
point. As he concedes throughout his argument, the justification for abandoning the
eudaimonistic account rests upon the assumption that such ends will arise — “the
bare possibility” that it could be several features, rather than a single feature that
makes a character trait a virtue, as he points out (Sandler, 2007: p.27). I contend
that this is a trivial reason to abandon the account insofar as it rests on no further
argument.

Further, there are uncertainties in his argument around what counts as a non-
eudaimonistic end. On a charitable interpretation of Sandler’s view, one can
construct a partial characterization of what might count as a non-eudaimonistic end,
defining it as a reason giving consideration that is independent of an agent’s
flourishing (Sandler, 2007: p.27). However, no fixed parameters have been set in
place as to what counts as independent of an agent's flourishing, and what does not,
on his view. The absence of such parameters is problematic for Sandler, if he wants
to maintain his claim that we ought to take seriously the possibility of such
considerations arising. It is problematic in the sense that, if there are no parameters,
there is no reason to think that any relevant reason giving consideration fails to be
captured by the scope of an agent’s flourishing.

In an attempt to outline the parameters for what counts as a sufficiently agent-
independent consideration, Sandler could revisit his suggestion that what makes
benevolence a virtue seems to be something independent of the flourishing of the
agent who possesses it. He could claim, perhaps, that a sufficiently agent-
independent consideration is one which is concerned with the good of others,
prompting the need for a more inclusive, pluralistic account of what makes a
character trait a virtue.

In line with her defense of Aristotelian Naturalism, it is likely Hursthouse would

argue that we do not require an inclusive pluralistic account to justify the character
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trait of charity as a virtue, one which, like benevolence, is concerned with the good of
others. The considerations justifying this character trait as a virtue, while not
directly conducive to the flourishing of the agent who possesses it, are conducive to
their flourishing indirectly. For example, in relation to the first eudaimonistic end —
the individual’s survival — Hursthouse argues that charity, unlike courage, does not
serve this end directly, but like a worker bee’s stings, serves it indirectly. A bee’s
sting at first seems to not be a good part, with regard to individual survival, insofar as
it promptly dies after using its sting. However, given that bees have stings, their
predators come to learn to avoid bees because they sting, thereby fostering the
survival of individual bees. Charity does not seem to, for the most part, foster the
individual survival of its possessor. However, on account of the fact that certain
members of a social group possess charity, they can often live longer as a result,
avoid some suffering, and enjoy more, as a result of people helping them. Charity
then, as a virtue, fosters the survival of individual humans, (while also serving the
other eudaimonistic ends) indirectly (Hursthouse, 1999: p.209).

The prospect of “the good of others” counting as an agent-independent consideration
is not persuasive then, on account of the fact that eudaimonists have a ready reply,
namely the claim that character traits like charity and benevolence gain their status
as virtues, insofar as they are indirectly conducive to an agent’s flourishing.

While Sandler’s criticisms raise an interesting debate around the possibility of non-
eudaimonistic reason-giving considerations becoming relevant to our assessment of
certain character traits, I argue that they do not provide sufficient reasons to reject

Hursthouse’s eudaimonistic account of what makes a character trait a virtue.

1.4. Conclusion

In sum, I have set out to show that virtue oriented approaches to environmental
ethics can provide an account of the norms of character that ought to govern our
relationship with the natural environment, and further, that one such approach —
namely Rosalind Hursthouse’s approach — withstands a series of objections against
its account of what makes a character trait a virtue generally. The reasoning behind
such a move is as follows: a background account of what makes a character trait a
virtue allows us to make normative claims that rest upon more than mere rhetoric
(Sandler, 2007: p.2), and which, in doing so provide the resources for a critique of

our current relationship with the natural environment.

23



Further, an account of what makes a character trait a virtue functions within a virtue
ethical principle of right action in the same way that an account of the best
consequences functions in a consequentialist principle of right action, and an
account of the moral law functions in a deontological principle of right action. As the
following three chapters are concerned with objections against Hursthouse’s account
of right action - in both environmental and non-environmental contexts — this

framework provides a useful picture of how such debates will take place.
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2. Environmental Exemplars and Epistemological

Problems

2.1. Introduction

In this chapter, I will discuss Rosalind Hursthouse’s virtue ethical account of right
action, in light of a few commonly made objections. I focus on one such objection in
more detail, an epistemological worry about the theory’s main action-guiding
prescription ‘Do what the virtuous agent would do’. The worry is that an imperfect
agent cannot know what a fully virtuous agent would do in certain circumstances
because they do not possess the virtues. Hursthouse responds to this objection,
stating that the obvious thing for an imperfect agent to do in these circumstances is
to find a virtuous agent, and ask them what they would do, should this be possible
(1999: p-35).

This objection has implications for her theory of environmental virtue ethics. If we
consider the ethical question “What should I do?”, with regard to the environment,
Hursthouse (2007) claims that we come to know how to act with regard to the
environment by conceiving of how someone who possesses the virtues would act, but
also that we have very few exemplars of the relevant virtues (2007: p.168). 1
interpret this latter claim as a concession, albeit an unintentional one, that her
environmental virtue ethics cannot provide action guidance. The worry here, in line
with one raised above, is that an imperfect agent cannot know what a fully virtuous
agent would do in environmental contexts, not only because they do not possess the
relevant virtues, but because it is likely that there are no agents who possess the
relevant virtues.

Two possible responses will be considered. First, it will be discussed whether
Hursthouse can reply to this worry in the same way that she replies to the
epistemological objection raised above. If a non-virtuous agent cannot determine
what the right thing to do is, in some situation, she claims, they should ask a virtuous
agent, should this be possible. In this fashion then, I consider the question of
whether it is possible for an environmentally non-virtuous agent to seek out the
advice of an environmentally virtuous agent, in order to determine the action they
should perform. Drawing on Linda Zagzebski's motivation-based version of virtue

ethics, along with the environmental exemplar approach outlined by Ronald
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Sandler, I consider whether Hursthouse's theory can make use of these approaches,
and whether she can reply to the worry described, by providing the resources to
identify environmentally virtuous agents. The conclusion I arrive at is that, while
such an approach is promising, it is not clear that it will turn out to be a plausible
strategy for Hursthouse, as there is a risk that her theory will not turn out to be
incompatible with Zagzebski's motivation-based version of virtue ethics.

Instead, I argue that Hursthouse is able to meet this challenge in another way, by
showing that virtue ethics can provide imperfect agents with action guidance in
environmental contexts. To determine what they ought to do, an imperfect agent can
conceive of how a person who possesses environmental vice would act in the relevant

circumstances, and seek to avoid such behaviour.

2.2, Common Objections to Virtue Ethical Right Action
An objection often made against virtue ethics (in a general sense) is the claim that,
given its emphasis on “being, rather than doing”, and the fact that it is “agent-
centred, rather than act-centred”, the theory fails to provide us with any account of
what to do, or how to act. If it is the case that virtue ethics has nothing to say about
right action, and thereby provides no moral guidance, it cannot be a genuine rival to
consequentialism, or deontology, or so the claim goes. To address this objection, one
can begin by setting out the theory as Hursthouse does:
P.1. An action is right iff it is what a virtuous agent would characteristically
(i.e. acting in character) do in the circumstances
P.1a. A virtuous agent is one who has, and exercises, certain character traits,
namely, the virtues
P.2. A virtue is a character trait that is needed by human beings for
eudaimonia, to flourish or live well (Hursthouse, 1999: p.28-29)
Presented in this way, Hursthouse’s account provides a solid defence against
common misconceptions about virtue ethics. For starters, it is not the case that the
theory fails to tell us what to do — we ought to do as the virtuous agent does. The first
premise by itself is open to a circularity objection. Our critic might point out that ‘of
course the virtuous agent “does what’s right”, if she didn’t, she wouldn’t be virtuous;
we are just going round in circles’ (Hursthouse, 1999: p.30). However, according to
Hursthouse, consequentialism and deontology are no different in this regard. When

we are confronted with the principle “An action is right iff it produces the best
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consequences” or “An action is right iff it is in accordance with a correct moral rule or
principle”, it is clear that consequentialism and deontology are equally circular,
insofar as they do not specify what the “best” consequences are or what the “correct”
moral rule is, in their first premise. For virtue ethics, the shift to premise two, just as
it does for the other theories, helps dispel the apparent circularity, by providing an
account of what the theory’s main concepts are.

A further action guidance objection that can be made against virtue ethics is the
charge that it is impossible for an imperfect agent like me to ever know what the right
thing to do is, since I do not possess the virtues (Hursthouse, 1999: p.35). Without
full cultivation of the character trait of prudence, say, I cannot judge particular
situations as a person of perfect practical reason would, and there is no way I could
reliably judge what course of action would best serve my own interests. This cuts me
off from the other-regarding virtues as well — without practical reason, I would not
be able to judge which norm trumps which, in particular situations - whether it is
appropriate to act from honesty at all costs, and tell the hurtful truth, or whether
kindness and compassion demand that I keep quiet, for instance. It seems then that
the theory tells me nothing about right action. If it is the case that one needs to be a
virtuous agent in order to have knowledge of what the right thing to do would be,
then virtue ethics sets the bar far too high from what we can expect from a moral
theory, or so a critic may propose.

In relation to this epistemological problem, and the claim that one needs to actually
be a virtuous agent to know what to do, Hursthouse offers a rather straightforward,
yet adequate response. If one knows one is far from perfect, and cannot judge what a
virtuous agent would do in like circumstances, the obvious way to gain the requisite
knowledge is to find a virtuous agent, and ask them what they would
characteristically do in particular situations, if this should be possible. As she has it,
this is a far from controversial point. The seeking out of guidance from moral
superiors - people we look up to, or find admirable - is a fact of moral life, one that
virtue ethics straightforwardly accounts for, and one for which it is unclear how, or
indeed whether rival theories can do so. In this case then, the charge that one needs
to be virtuous in order to know about, and bring about right action is mistaken
(1999: p.35).

As Hursthouse points out though, there is a further way that virtue ethicists can

respond to the epistemological problem raised above. On her view, seeking out
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advice is not the only way in which a non-virtuous agent can apply the 'single
prescription’ of virtue ethics. On Hursthouse's view, we are assuming that the virtues
have been enumerated as honesty, charity, fidelity, etc. and, in line with the theory's
account of right action, a virtuous agent is, by hypothesis, honest, charitable, true to
her word and so forth. In response to the epistemological objection then, it is simply
not the case that a non-virtuous agent will have no idea what a virtuous agent would
do in certain circumstances — a virtuous agent will, by hypothesis, characteristically
do what is honest, charitable, true to her word and so forth, and not do what is
dishonest, uncharitable, untrue to her word, and so forth. On the whole, this
particular response stems from a rejection of another common objection to virtue
ethics, according to Hursthouse, the claim that the theory fails to come up with any
rules. On the basis of the arguments made above, it is clear that the theory provides
a large number of rules, which Hursthouse describes as “v-rules”. V-rules take on a
similar form to action guiding principles in deontology. Each virtue generates a
prescription — do what is honest, charitable, generous, and each vice generates a

prohibition — do not do what is dishonest, uncharitable, or mean (1999: p.36).

2.3. Exemplars of Environmental Virtue

2.3.1. An Epistemological Challenge to Environmental Virtue Ethics

In any case, one needs to consider the force of the objections against virtue ethics’
account of right action when played out on an environmental stage. Even if we grant,
at least for the moment, that virtue ethics can adequately dispel charges against its
account of right action in the context of interpersonal ethics, it is not clear whether
the same can be said about the theory in applied cases, or rather, applied cases
relating to the environment. Consider Hursthouse’s claim that we can come to know
what a virtuous agent would characteristically do in a particular situation (and
thereby, the right thing to do) by asking them, should this be possible (1999: p.35). A
defence of this kind depends on the “should this be possible” part of the equation.
For one to gain knowledge and guidance about the right course of action in a
particular context, it needs to be the case that the virtuous agents we look to for
guidance possess the context-specific knowledge required to inform such a decision.
I propose then that, if it cannot provide such answers, environmental virtue ethics is

in serious danger of failing to provide a plausible account of right action.
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In “Environmental Virtue Ethics” (2007), it looks as though Hursthouse is prepared
to bite the bullet on this point and concede that the theory only provides a list of
fairly obvious prohibitions against “wanton, gratuitous, selfish, materialistic, and
short sighted consumption, harm, destruction and despoliation” (p.167), rather than
providing any reliable action guidance or answers on what we ought to do, regarding
pressing problems. In response to this particular concession, she points out that it is
not a problem unique to virtue-oriented approaches to environmental ethics, and
that other versions provide just as little guidance for further detailed changes, going
on to cite the principles identified by Paul W. Taylor, as equally obvious, namely
those prohibitions against buying ivory, caging tropical birds and hunting wild rare
mammals (p.168). In asking questions around whether the normative theory is
incomplete, and if so, what may be missing, Hursthouse offers the following answer:
Virtue ethicists seek answers to questions about what we should do and how
we should live by considering what someone who really possessed virtue to a
high degree would do. And we have little idea of the answers to such
questions in the context of environmental ethics, because we have so few
exemplars of the relevant virtues, real or fictional, if any (Hursthouse, 2007:
p.168)
I contend that this particular answer is a lot more problematic than Hursthouse
suggests. It may be the case that other theories embody a similar degree of
vagueness. However, if it is true that we have very few exemplars of environmental
virtue, if any at all, this counts against environmental virtue ethics in a way that is
both significant, and unique to the theory itself.
To put it simply, the problem is this: consider a central ethical question, namely
“what should I do?” If the answer offered by environmental virtue ethics is “do what
a person who possesses the virtues to a high degree would do”, and if we cannot point
to any such people, it appears that the theory fails to provide a satisfying answer.
One might argue that the theory once again fails to tell imperfect agents “what to do”.
Further, it might be argued that it fails to tell us how to figure out what to do, to the
extent that environmental virtue ethicists are ruled out from responding that those of
us who are not environmentally virtuous can seek out the guidance of someone who

is.
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2.3.2. A Possible Response: Exemplarism

How might Hursthouse respond to this epistemological challenge at hand? The
worry, as I have stated it, is that an absence of exemplars of environmental virtue
counts against Hursthouse's environmental virtue ethics. On the basis of her
response to the epistemological objection raised earlier and the problems such a
response faces in regard to applied ethics, one possible strategy presents itself. If I, a
non-virtuous agent, cannot fathom what a virtuous agent would do in the
circumstances, the appropriate thing for me to do is to find one, should this be
possible, and ask them what they would do. Perhaps in an environmental context,
the appropriate thing for me to do is to find an environmentally virtuous agent, and
ask them what they would do, should this be possible. In this way then, if
Hursthouse can provide an explanation about how to identify actual environmentally
virtuous agents, out there in the world, her account of right action might remain a
plausible option, in terms of providing concrete action guidance in environmental
contexts.

But there remains a question around how we ought to go about identifying
environmentally virtuous agents, and whether such an approach invites serious
problems of its own. In some ways, the strategy I considered above mirrors a
familiar approach to environmental virtue ethics identified by Ronald Sandler, one
that he describes as the environmental exemplar approach for specifying
environmental virtue. This approach, according to Sandler, is grounded in firm
beliefs about who counts as environmentally virtuous, and “proceeds by examining
the character of those exemplars to derive substantive accounts of particular
environmental virtues, as well as a general account of what makes a character trait an
environmental virtue” (Sandler, 2007: p.10).

According to Sandler, the environmental exemplar approach has two important
limitations, resulting from the fact that it rests on beliefs about who is
environmentally virtuous. First, such beliefs can be distorted, narrow or otherwise
inadequate, Sandler argues, leading to mistaken assessments of some character
traits, and thus, an inaccurate account of what makes a character trait an
environmental virtue (Sandler, 2007: p.10).

Further, and perhaps more problematically, there are competing beliefs about who is
environmentally virtuous. As Sandler notes:

The lives and characters of the heroes of North American environmentalists
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may differ substantially from those of the environmental heroes of North

American sportsmen, ranchers, loggers, or developers, as well as from those of

people in other parts of the world (Sandler, 2007: p.10).
A second, potentially more damaging, limitation to the environmental exemplar
approach is that it does not provide the resources to adjudicate between such beliefs.
If some of us, or even a lot of us deem a particular environmental figure admirable,
this does not establish that the traits exemplified by such a figure are environmental
virtues.
However, there are questions around whether Sandler has provided a sufficiently
charitable representation of exemplarist moral theories, and whether he has
prematurely dismissed the possibility of a more substantive theory, one that does not
lead to distorted, narrow or otherwise inadequate beliefs about who is
environmentally virtuous. One theory that is partly concerned with the identification
of actual virtuous agents is Linda Zagzebski’s exemplarist, motivation based version
of virtue ethics. The theory is not a theory of environmental ethics per se, but it is
one that potentially provides the means to identify environmentally virtuous agents.
In short, Zagzebski argues that what makes an exemplar good is their motivations.
We come to learn about morality by recognizing instances of good people, and
imitating their motivations, often without realizing it. How we come to identify the
exemplars is analogous to how we come to identify water. Most of us recognize
instances of good people, just as we do water, but it takes an expert to identify the
complex properties of both. Scientists can identify water as H20, through empirical
discovery, and in the same way, we need to carefully observe the exemplar to find out
what their properties are. Zagzebski suggests that, by rooting all the concepts of
ethical theory in a person (the exemplar), narratives and descriptions of that person
become a morally relevant guide for identifying the properties that make that person
good (2004: p.46).
One suggestion then is to combine this approach with another possible strategy,
wherein the lives of environmentally admirable figures are treated as narratives, that
is, as morally relevant guides on how to identify the properties that make them good.
If one can successfully identify the properties that make these people good, in an
environmental sense, it appears that exemplarist theories of this kind would have the
resources to yield detailed context-specific answers we are looking for in

environmental virtue ethics, in terms of both character and action guidance, that is,
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in terms of how we ought to live, and what we ought to do.

In response to Sandler's first objection to the environmental exemplar approach
sketched above, Zagzebski's theory does not afford privilege to prior beliefs about
who is virtuous. Truths like “H20 is water” are discovered a posteriori, she claims,
pointing out that her moral theory is constructed along similar lines, concerning how
we go about discovering the properties that make a person good (2010: p.16).
Further, she holds that exemplars are exemplary only for a limited range of
behaviour, and even if they are not perfectly virtuous, an exemplar can fix the
reference of “good”, and can be successfully imitable in this regard (2004: p.56).
This suggests that the identification of environmental exemplars, if undertaken in the
way described, would be a potential option for environmental ethics.

For Hurthouse though, it is unclear whether Zagzebski's theoretical framework is
consistent with her Aristotelian version of virtue ethics. One could try to make the
case that exemplarism would be a useful supplement to Hursthouse’s defence of a
virtue ethical account of right action. Indeed, Zagzebski's view allows for the Neo-
Aristotelian claim that, “what makes an exemplar good is that he or she has traits
that are constitutive of eudaimonia,” (2004: p.49) even though the theory does not
require that this be the case, which suggests that motivation based virtue ethics
might be compatible with Hursthouse's Aristotelian virtue ethics.

However, recall Sandler's charge that exemplarist approaches do not have the
resources to adjudicate between competing beliefs about who is environmentally
virtuous. One likely response on behalf of Zagzebski is that her motivation based
virtue ethics can adjudicate between such beliefs, consistent with her response to the
problem of conflicting exemplars across cultures. To remedy the problem of
different exemplars holding conflicting beliefs, she suggests that such exemplars can
engage in sympathetic and extensive dialogue with one another, and come to fully
understand the beliefs of the other that conflict with theirs. On her view, the beliefs
that each exemplar adopts as the result of their encounter are virtuous (2004: p.378).
Such an approach could be applied to cases where we appear to have conflicting
beliefs about who is environmentally virtuous, as a means of responding to Sandler
on this point. However, it is not clear this is a theoretical commitment Hursthouse
would be willing to make. On this point then, I conclude that Zagzebski's
motivation-based version of virtue ethics is a plausible potential option in itself, as a

theory for identifying environmentally virtuous agents, one that provides compelling
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responses to the objections raised by Sandler earlier. I also conclude that it is not a
plausible strategy for Hursthouse's environmental virtue ethics to undertake, as a
means of identifying environmentally virtuous agents, on account of the fact that

both theories are likely to turn out to be incompatible.

2.3.3. V-Rules and Environmental Vices: Another Possible Response
However, returning back to the issue of whether an absence of environmental
exemplars counts against Hursthouse's theory of environmental virtue ethics, a
different kind of response can be made. First, one could make the following point.
Even if we cannot conceive of what it means to possess an environmental virtue
(because eudaimonia is beyond our grasp), the theory is not inadequate. As
Hursthouse argues, virtue ethics is about living well, but it is not committed to our
living well being a realizable state of affairs (2007: p.170). It is simply a possibility
that environmental virtue, and by extension, the acts from environmental virtue (in
the sense of being actions that a fully virtuous agent would perform) are just not
available to us.

Consistent with her denial of the claim that virtue ethics fails to provide any rules,
Hursthouse could remind us of a further way in which an imperfect agent is able to
figure out what he should do in certain circumstances. Given that each virtue
generates a prescription, such as ‘do what is charitable’ or, ‘do what is generous’, an
imperfect agent can grasp the concept of what it means to act ‘charitably’, or
‘generously’ (Hursthouse, 1999: p.35).

To gain a more specific idea of what it means to act charitably in a certain context,
they could conceive of how a person who possessed charity would act, perhaps. In
terms of gaining a more specific idea of what it means to act in accordance with
environmental virtue, this option is ruled out, on account of the fact that we have few
people who possess this virtue, on Hursthouse’s view.

However, not only does each virtue generate a prescription according to Hursthouse,
but each vice also generates a prohibition — a v-rule — such as ‘do not do what is
dishonest’, or ‘do not do what is uncharitable’. In terms of gaining a more specific
idea of what it means to act in accordance with one of these vices, an imperfect agent
could conceive of what it means to act dishonestly or uncharitably in certain
contexts, by considering how a dishonest or uncharitable person would act in specific

circumstances, and seek to avoid acting in that way.

33



In relation to her claim that virtue ethicists seek to answer questions like “What
should I do?” by reference to how some actual person who possessed the virtues to a
high degree would act then, she could also add that virtue ethicists have another way
of answering that question, namely, by making reference to how some actual person
who possessed a vice to a high degree would act.

Can an imperfect agent conceive of a person who acts in accordance with
environmental vice? While there might be a shortage of exemplars of environmental
virtue, the same does not appear to be true for exemplars of environmental vice (or at
very least, acts that exemplify environmental vice), particularly if Philip Cafaro's
account is anything to go by. As discussed in chapter one, Cafaro’s view is that the
environmentally irresponsible behaviour of many Americans stems from
environmental vices, including gluttony, arrogance, greed and apathy (2007: p.135).
Making use of v-rules (namely vice-rules) in the way described above, the theory still
generates the list of “obvious” prohibitions, which Hursthouse suggests are no less
action guiding than those of other theories of environmental ethics. If my analysis
here is correct, then Hursthouse succeeds in withstanding the epistemological
challenge considered, and in doing so, her theory has the resources to provide action

guidance, in the form of prohibitions, generated by v-rules.

2.4. Conclusion

An epistemological challenge to Hursthouse’s account of right action is that an
imperfect agent will not be able to determine what to do because they are not
virtuous (Hursthouse, 1999: p.35). According to Hursthouse, virtue ethicists seek to
answer questions like “What should I do?” by reference to how a person who
possessed environmental virtue to a high degree would act, and that we also have
very few exemplars of the relevant virtues (2007: p.168).

In my view, this is a concession that her theory fails to provide action guidance in
such contexts. In this way, the epistemological challenge identified has implications
for her environmental virtue ethics. Imperfect agents are unable to determine what
to do in environmental contexts, because they are not environmentally virtuous, but
also because there are no exemplars of the relevant virtues.

I suggested a strategy Hursthouse could take up in order respond to this challenge.
If it could be shown that we do have exemplars of environmental virtue, I argued,

Hursthouse could respond by pointing out that an imperfect agent would be able to
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determine what to do by seeking out the guidance of those exemplars, should this be
possible. I drew upon Linda Zagzebski’s motivation based virtue ethics, in an
attempt to articulate a possible framework for identifying such agents, concluding
that is not a plausible strategy for Hursthouse, as there is a risk that the two theories
will turn out to be incompatible.

Instead I argued, however, that Hursthouse is able to meet the epistemological
challenge in another way, by showing that virtue ethics can provide imperfect agents
with action guidance in environmental contexts. To determine what they ought to
do, an imperfect agent can conceive of how a person who possesses environmental

vice would act in the relevant circumstances, and seek to avoid such behaviour.
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3. Non-Virtuous Agents and the Qualified Agent
Principle of Right Action

3.1. Introduction

If Ronald Sandler is right that the division between the spheres of environmental
ethics and interpersonal ethics is spurious (2007: p.86), then problems associated
with the latter sphere will derivatively create problems for the former. In addition to
the epistemological worries raised in the previous chapter then, Hursthouse faces a
further series of damaging objections from interpersonal ethics, concerning non-
virtuous agents, and the worry that her principle of right action fails to generate the
right result for such agents, in cases where the intuitively right action is not the
characteristic behaviour of a virtuous person.

Robert Johnson (2003) poses three counter-examples to the idea of defining right
action in terms of a completely virtuous agent, concluding that such an account fails
to accommodate the fact that there are certain actions which seem appropriate for
those of us who are less than virtuous, that no completely virtuous agent would ever
do in the circumstances. Johnson's argument has received a considerable amount of
critical attention, and provides several compelling reasons to think that the qualified
agent principle may be inadequate.

Frans Svensson (2010) builds upon the objections made by Johnson, adding that a
series of amended proposals to the qualified agent principle face further damaging
objections. While Svensson's arguments on this point are strong, I will not discuss
any of these proposals, on account of the fact that, if my defence of the qualified
agent principle is adequate, such amendments will not be necessary in the first place.
However, Svensson's criticisms of the qualified agent principle itself warrant serious
consideration, particularly around Hursthouse's claim that we ought to draw a
distinction between “morally right actions” and “right moral decisions”. In sum,
Svensson thinks such a move is counter-intuitive, and argues that Hurtsthouse fails
to provide a substantive account for what counts as a “right moral decision” (2010).
Ramon Das (N.d) has similar reservations about the strategy of severing the link
between action guidance and action assessment, adding that such a move looks to be
a concession that other, more structural objections to the theory cannot be met in

any distinctively virtue ethical fashion (N.d: p.13). The major structural objection
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here, according to Das, is the charge that, by introducing the modifier
'characteristically’, the qualified agent principle depends too heavily on non-virtue
ethical concepts to explain its concept rightness, to the extent that it loses its
distinctively virtue ethical character. In particular, Das argues such terms
undermine, rather than support the key virtue ethical idea that moral rightness is
fundamentally about inner states of character or motivation (N.d: p.10).

Ronald Sandler (2007) also raises a couple of strong objections. First he argues that
the qualified agent principle falls prey to what he describes as “the contextual
problem”, namely, the charge that virtuous agents, as human beings, are subject to a
number of contextual factors, such as cognitive limitations, and trickery, to the
extent that there may be cases where a virtuous agent does the intuitively wrong
thing, even when acting in character. Second, Sandler argues that, for cases in which
two different virtuous agents are placed in the same situation, the qualified agent
principle falls prey to “the underdetermined problem”, namely, the charge that it
provides conflicting action guidance for both agents in question (2007: p.87).

In this chapter, I will respond to each of the criticisms discussed. Against Johnson
and Svensson, I contend that the counter-examples given fail to render the qualified
agent principle implausible. In each case, I argue the agent in question ends up in
circumstances no virtuous agent would be in, and that by following v-rules (namely
vice-rules), each agent avoids doing what he ought not to do, even though this is not
what a completely virtuous agent would do. In this way, virtue ethics can
accommodate the common sense idea that we ought to become better people.
Against Das, I contend that, even if it is the case that (allegedly) non-virtue ethical
modifiers like 'characteristically’ do not support the claim that rightness is
fundamentally about inner states of character or motivation, it is not clear that this is
the only distinctively virtue ethical feature at work in the qualified agent principle.
Eudaimonia, to the extent that it is both unique to Aristotelian virtue ethics, and
made explicit in the second premise of the theory's account of right action, looks to
be another distinctively virtue ethical feature of the qualified agent principle of right
action.

Against Sandler, I argue that “the contextual problem” fails to render the qualified
agent principle implausible, for the same reason that Johnson's cases fail — virtue
ethics still provides action guidance, even in situations where no virtuous agent

would find themselves. Further, I argue that “the underdetermined problem” fails to
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render the qualified agent principle implausible on account of the fact that the
principle itself allows for differences in the personalities, social roles, positions etc,
and that it does not provide conflicting action guidance.

On these grounds then, I argue that the qualified agent principle, as a theory of

action 