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Environmental Virtue Ethics 

Rosalind Hursthouse 

Environmental ethics is concerned with the articulation and defence of what I shall 
call 'the green belief-the belief, namely, that a fairly radical change in the way we 
engage with nature is imperative. Environmental virtue ethics, then, is concerned with 
articulating and defending the green belief in virtue ethics terms, rather than in the 
terms of its two rivals, utilitarianism and deontology. This chapter is about what an 
environmental virtue ethics might be like. I consider two significantly different ver­
sions. First, we might have an environmental virtue ethics that seeks to articulate and 
defend the green belief in terms of old and familiar virtues and vices that are given a 
new interpretation when applied to the new field of our relations with nature. The 
second version goes beyond the first by introducing one or two new virtues, explicitly 
concerned with our relations with nature. (Note, in the description ofboth versions. 
a stress on the 'new'. It is pretty much agreed ground amongst environmental ethi­
cists that the truth of the green belief calls for 'a new ethic', but just how new, and 
new in just what way remains unclear and extremely tendentious.) 

OLD VIRTUES AND VICES 

I begin by illustrating (with necessary brevity) how much mileage I think can be got 
out of the old virtues and vices when they are used. to articulate and defend the green 
belief.1 One of the earliest modern philosophy books devoted to environmental issues 
was Passmore's Mans Responsibility fOr Nature. Without explicitly espousing vinue 
ethics, which barely existed at the time, Passmore argued in defence ofthe green belief 
in largely virtue and vice terms, claiming that it is primarily through the vices ofgreed, 
self-indulgence, and short-sightedness that we have brought about, and are continu­
ing to bring about, ecological disasters and that what was needed to avert them was 
'that old-fashioned procedure, thoughtful action' (1974: 194)-or, as virtue ethicists 
would say, the virtue of prudence or practical wisdom. 

The point that greed, self-indulgence, and short-sightedness are very much to 
blame is not, I think, questioned by any environmentalist. It can, and frequently does, 

I wrote the final version ofthis chaptet before reading Louke van Wensveen's (2000) wonderful 
book, which shows that writers have found it quite natural to invoke ovu 170 old and &miliar 
vinues in the conteXt ofenvironmental ethics. 

I 
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come about just through, say, reading a philosophical book and deciding to change; 
it cannot (for the most pan) simply be 'adopted' or 'taken up'. 

So he has a problem. Can having 'respect for nature', as he describes it, not come 
about at all, given that it cannot simply be adopted or taken up? The problem is 
solved if we construe it as a virtUe. You can't just decide to have a virtUe; virtUous 
character traits cannot be acquired theoretically by attending lectures or reading 
books or anicles and just deciding to be that way. But they can be acquired through 
moral habituation or training, beginning in childhood and continued through self­
improvement. 

The second problem with Taylor's account is his reliance on the contentious 
notion of 'inherent worth' which, ij'introdt«ed in aftundational premise, notoriously 
brings standard problems with it. Does it or does it not admit of degrees? Either 
answer lands one in difficulties, as the ethical literature based on the foundational 
premise that the other animals share inherent or intrinsic worth or value with human 
beings illustrates. It seems impossible to allow that it admits of degree without 
claiming that human beings (or at least all the human beings who are persons) 
have the highest degree and thereby what promised to be a radical reformation of 
our old understanding of ourselves in relation to the other animals loses most of 
its revisionary character. But to the modern city-dweUing philosopher-and her 
readers-the alternative seems hopelessly impractical. The Jains may command our 
admiration but we do not go into print saying that that is how we all should 
live. 

From the perspective of virtUe ethics, Taylor's introduction of the contentious 
notion of inherent worth is superfluous. 'Regarding a living thing as having inherent 
worth' amounts to nothing more (though nothing less) in his account than regarding 
facts about whether a proposed course of action will benefit or harm a living 
thing as providing non-instrumental reasons for or against it, and ids his rich and 
insightful identification of this range of reasons which is significant. For, once they 
are identified, we can readily see how they might be used to inculcate a character 
trait-the virtUe of 'respect for nature', or, as I would prefer to call it (given the 
restrictive connotations of 'respect'), 'being rightly oriented to nature', 

This range ofreasons not only might be, but in fact are, given to children by adults 
who are beginning to inculcate in them at least the beginnings ofa vinuous character 
trait oriented to nature. The child pokes or hits or tears at the living thing. and the 
parents say 'Don't do that, you'll harm it.' Or the child swats or slashes at a living 
thing and the parents say 'Don't do that, you'll kill it.' Or the child is taught how 
to look after a plant or animal-'You have to do this, because it needs water', 'She 
wants to go for a walk, take her out.' Or the child condemns some living thing's 
way of going on as 'stupid' and the parents say 'No, it's not stupid, it's brilliant; 
what it's doing is this' and then explain how what the living thing is doing results 
in its achieving its ulos. And as nature-loving (not yet 'nature-respecting') parents 
and teachers know, one of the best ways to enable children to get over their disgust 
and fear, whether instinctive or learned, of various living things is to tell or show 
the child how the thing in question works-how it achieves its ulos-and/or how 
this son of thing, living in its son of way, contributes to the life-processes of other 
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sons of things, including w. Whereupon the children start saying (in effect), 'How 
wonderfull~ rather than 'Yuck!' 

Such training begins to shape a particular way of perceiving, acting in relation to, 
feeling and thinking about, the natural world. We could well say, speaking colloqui­
ally, that such training involves teaching a child to recognize the inherent or intrinsic 
wonh or value ofat least some living things. (Only some, as things are at the moment, 
which is why I stressed 'nature-loving' as opposed. to 'nature-respecting'.) But there is 
a very important theoretical difference at issue here. On the one hand. we may start, 
as virtue ethics does, with the training ofchildren in reasons for action and emotional 
responses and the colloquial redescription of such training as teaching the child to 
recognize the inherent or intrinsic wonh or value ofliving things. On the other hand, 
we may stan, as Taylor and many other 'biocentric' deontological ethicists do, with 
foundational premises ascribing such wonh or value to them. 

One might bring out the difference as follows. Suppose it is agreed ground that 
bringing up children to be, at least panly, rightly oriented to nature in fact involves 
training them through the range of reasons suggested above. (This contrasts with the 
implawible claim that the training involves no more than 'Don't do this, do do that, 
look at this, be interested in that, because it has inherent wonh.') Then the stance of 
those who seek foundational premises is that the unity of this practice must be under­
pinned or guided by something unconsciously or dimly apprehended by the parents 
and latched on to by the children, namely, the inherent wonh of the living things in 
question, the property that they all share. And, granted the existence ofsuch a prop­
erty, it is clearly part of the philosopher's task to give an account ofit, by working out 
what the 'wonhlvalue-making characteristic' is that everything with this property has 
in common. But the stance of those who, following Wittgenstein, regard the search 
for such foundational premises as a philosophical mistake is that the unity ofthe prac­
tice so far described (insofar as it has a unity) need not be underpinned or guided by 
anything, let alone by anyone thing such as inherent wonh somehow apprehended 
by the parents. 

The third problem with Taylor's account is this-he limits his ascription ofinher­
ent wonh to individual living things (though it seems that these include species' pop­
ulations and ecosystems). Hence what he has, officially, identified is not so much 
'respect for nature' as 'respect for living nature'. According to him, things have inher­
ent wonh only because, or insofar as, they are 'members of the Earth's Community of 
Life'. And he identifies the characteristic outlook ofsomeone with 'respect for nature' 
as follows: 

one sees one's membership in the Earth's Community of Life as providing a common bond 
with all the different species of animals and plants that have evolved over the ages. One 
becomes aware that, like all other living things on our planet, one's very existence depends on 
the fundamental soundness and integrity ofthe biological system ofnature. When one looks at 

this domain oflife in its totality, one sees it to be a complex and unified web ofinterdependent 
~.(1986:44,myitalia) 

Now what does seem a little odd about that, read stricdy, is the insenion of 'bio­
logical' before the words 'system of nature'. Do the sun, the moon, and the seas, the 
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minerals in the eanh, the owne layer, have no role to play in maintaining the 'domain 
of life in its totality'? Is it not nature, animate and inanimate, that, in its totality, is 
seen to be a unified web? True, not much of the inanimate depends on the animate 
for its existence but why stress interdependence as the all-important feature of uni­
fication? Drawing a hard and fast distinction between the animate and the inanimate 
seems particularly inappropriate in the context of environmental ethics. Some years 
ago, when the rising ofth~seas and the consequent higher sea levels at high tide were 
recognized to be having an 'tinmistakable deleterious impact, I remember reading that 
someone had brightly suggested we could solve the problem by blowing up the moon. 
And every environmentalist was (surely rightly) horrified, notwithstanding the inan­
imate nature of the moon. (Of course I know that the absence of the tides would kill 
a lot of plants and animals whose survival depends on their occurrence. My point is 
that many people's horror was, in fact, quite independent of those consequences of 
the proposed act of extra-terrestrial vandalism.) 

Taylor is landed with this problem because ofhis attempt to provide a foundational 
premise about inherent worth. Things have inherent worth, when they do, because 
they share a common feature-being a member of the Earth's Community of Life. 
This gives the account a philosophically satisfying unity, and one can see that much of 
this would be lost ifone tried to formulate a second feature, common to just the right 
inanimate things, and claimed that they had inherent worth because of it, yielding a 
disjunctive premise about what grounded inherent worth. But if we think of being 
'rightly oriented to nature', not as an attitude founded on an adult's rational recogni­
tion of such a one-sentence premise but as a character trait arising from a childhood 
training that gives us particular reasons for action (and omission) in particular con­
texts, and shapes our emotional response ofwonder, the hard and fast line he draws 
between the animate and the inanimate becomes insignificant. (That is why I implied 
above that the unity of the practice thus far described, which was of inculcating the 
beginnings ofbeing rightly oriented towards living nature, wasn't much ofa unity.) 

Environmentally minded parents teach their children not only not to harm and 
kill the living but also not to despoil or destroy natural inanimate objects. Although 
a theory-obsessed parent might go to the lengths of teaching a child not to slash at a 
spider's web just because this might harm the spider, few nature-loving parents find 
it necessary to do so. The spider's web, notwithstanding its being inanimate, is recon­
structed as an object of wonder-so delicate and light but so strong, so intricately 
patterned-and not to be wantonly destroyed simply because it is such an object. It 
fits into a spider's achieving its tews in such and such a way, and that is also part of 
what is wondrous about it, but in teaching this to children, who would look around 
to check that the web-maker was still alive and dependent upon it? 

Spiders' webs, like ammonites and other fossils, make it impossible to draw 
Taylor's hard distinction between the animate and the inanimate. An ammonite is 
something else that is not to be wantonly destroyed but wondered at-once again 
so intricately patterned, and also so awesomely old. And, despite being inanimate, 
it is part of (not the present, or near present, but) the long past domain of life. 
'Look,' one says to the child, 'do you know what this is-and was?' And the child 
is thunderstruck. Nor do we find ourselves suddenly talking in distinctively new ways 
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to our children when we come to the Grand Canyon, and similar rock formations. 
They arest> intricately patterned, so old, and so huge, such proper objects ofwonder, 
and have a connection with the domain of life insofar as the geological workings of 
our planet are inseparable from the workings of life on it, all being pan of 'the system 
ofnature', that 'unified web'. 

As before, when we teach children not to slash mindlessly at spiders' webs, to 
look at fossils carefully and try to understand their shape, to be glad rather than 
sorry that the Grand Canyon is not rimmed with machines dispensing Coca-Cola, 
giving the reasons that we do, we could, colloquially, redescribe what we are doing 
as teaching them the inherent worth or intrinsic value of spiders' webs, fossils, and 
the Grand Canyon. But giving that colloquial redescription simply sidesteps the 
problem of advancing a foundational philosophical theory which has to stan from 
some (indefinitely?) large set of premises to the effect that these things have such 
worth or value because or insofar as they are intricately patterned and/or delicate and 
light (or not delicate but incredibly hard and heavy) or fresh and new (or awesomely 
old) or tiny and yet still effective (the revelations of the microscope) or huge (the 
Grand Canyon again) or whatever. 

The contrast here is between, on the one hand, trying to ground intrinsidinherent 
valuelworthlconsiderability in a few 'x-making characteristics' and, on the other, just 
staning with an indefinite range of reasons taught for responding, in the broadest 
sense, to nature, in cenain ways. These include, at least, wondering at, looking hard 
at, finding out more about, rejoicing in, understanding why other people spend 
their whole lives studying, being anxious to preserve, not dismissing or ignoring or 
destroying or forgetting or assuming one can always put a price on ... everything in 
the natural world. 

At the moment, as I think we all know, none of us, however committed to envir­
onmentalism, has achieved any more than getting a few ofour responses to a few of 
the things in the natural world right. Possession ofthe virtue ofbeing rightly oriented 
to nature quite generally is still a long way off. But the green beliefdoes, after all, call 
for a radical change in us, something rather more radical, one would suppose, than 
a change in a few theoretical beliefs about intrinsic worth that few people but philo­
sophers are conscious ofholding anyhow. 

WHAT TO DO? 

'But' it might be objected, 'what is the point of thinking of environmental ethics 
in vinue ethics' terms when it will manifestly f.lil to tell us what we should do? For 
whether we talk about reconfiguring the old vinues or recognizing a new one, we 
don't seem to get any answers to our pressing problems. All we get are some f.lirly 
obvious prohibitions against wanton, gratuitous, selfish, materialistic, and shon­
sighted consumption, harm, destrUction, and despoliation.' 

True enough. But suppose we turn to any other environmental ethics for guidance 
about what is morally required ofus in detail in the way ofactions and changes in life 
style staning, say, tomorrow. What will we find? Apan from the same fairly obvious 
prohibitions I think it must be admitted that the answer is 'Not much'. 
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I am not denying that Taylor, for example, offers principles intended to enable us 
to adjudicate between the competing claims ofhuman beings and other living things. 
But the only things such principles clearly yield are the obvious prohibitions that even 
the palest green environmentalist is already living in accordance with. Has anyone of 
my readers recendy bought ivory or a caged tropical bird or hunted a rare wild mam­
mal? One might interpret some ofTaylor's principles as, more forcefully, yielding a 
prohibition against driving a car in, at least, all those circumstances in which one will 
inevitably kill a number of insects but not save any other lives, but Taylor himself 
does not construe them as doing so, speaking instead merely of the requirement to 
use anti-pollution devices on automobile exhausts. And not driving around in a car 
without an anti-pollution device seems another pretty obvious prohibition. 

So if all we 6nd are obvious prohibitions, but no guidance for further detailed 
changes, the questions arise 'Why not? What's still missing? Is the normative theory 
incomplete or what?' I don't know whether any non-vinue ethicist has ever answered 
these questions, but vinue ethics has a straightforward and, I think, extremely plaus­
ible answer. 

Vinue ethicists seek answers to questions about what we should do and how we 
should live by considering what someone who really possessed vinue to a high degree 
would characteristically do, and how they would live. 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 vinues, real or 6ctional, if any. 

Suppose that being righdy oriented to nature is pre-eminendy, the relevant vir­
tue. (I think, at this stage, that lilde hangs on the distinction between recon6gur­
ing the old vinues and recognizing this new one. Acquisition of the new would go 
along with recon6guring the old, and anyone who had adequately recon6gured the 
old could be truly described as having acquired the new.) This vinue is not a charac­
ter trait we see manifested by any academic philosophers who, inevitably, lead lives of 
standard Western, materialistic comfon, driving to shop at their supermarkets, buy­
ing new clothes, listening to opera on their CD players, dining in restaurants, writing 
their books and anicles on computers, jetting to international conferences to present 
their views on environmental ethics, and teaching them to their students in large, 
land-occupying, buildings. (This does not mean that environmental philosophers are 
hypocritical, just that our sincerely held ethical beliefs still leave us far shon of pos­
sessing vinue, in panicular perhaps, the practical wisdom, permeating every vinue, 
that enables its possessor to know what to do in panicular circumstances.) 

It is possible, though this is contested, that we have glimpses ofwhat it might hav~ 

been like to live in accordance with the vinue ofbeing righdy oriented to nature in the 
lilde we know of the lives of the Australian Aborigines and the Amerindians before 
European hegemony. But even ifwe knew a lot more about their lives and even if it 
were cenain that they had possessed the vinue, this would not entail that that is how 
we should strive to live and be now. Human beings are, essentially, socially and his­
torically situated beings and their vinuous character traits have to be situated likewise. 
A twenty-6rst-century city-dweller who possessed the vinue to some degree could 
hardly manifest it in just the same ways as Australian Aborigines and Amerindians 
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perhaps used to when they lived. as hunter-gatherers. What we need. to know is what 
would collnt as living in accordance with it now or in the near future. 

One pessimistic possibility is that nothing would countt and that perhaps nothing 
ever wilt because we have already made such a mess of things that there is no vinu­
ous way of sorting them out by human means. In virtue ethicst the (putative) virtue 
of 'being rightly oriented. to naturet is but one vinue amongst many; what one cant 
morallYt do in its name is restrained by other vinues such as justice. Although any 
environmentalist may well believe that growth is not what we wantt justicet ifnothing 
elset restrains what any ofus might do to prevent growth while there are still so many 
people in poorer countries who disagreet because their-and their childrents-lives 
depend on economic growth. 

This seems the right junCture to returntas promised.t to the question whether virtue 
ethics is committed. to the claim that eutlaimonia orhumanwell-being is the 'top value't 
ranked above any other in an improperly human chauvinistic way. The answer is that 
it is not. Ifanything counts as the 'top valuetin virtue ethicst it is acting virtuouslYt and 
the pessimistic possibility envisaged. above is not that our choice lies between human 
well-being and (as it were) the 'well-being' of the natural worldt but that our past and 
present folly has put human well-being beyond our graspt perhaps forever. 

Virtue is an ideal ofhuman excellencet constitutive ofeutlaimonill or living well as 
a human being. But eutlaimonill was never something that we could be confident was 
within our individual grasp. Right back in Aristotlet there is the recognition that it 
requires 'a complete life' (l101a15) but that there are things one must sooner die than 
do (111 0a2?-8) and that it is nonsense to call someone eutlaimon, however virtuoust 
ifthey are being broken on the wheel or surrounded. bygreat disasters (1153b19-20). 
If I am living under the sway of evil tyrantst then eutlaimonia may not be possible for 
me if, for examplet they force on me the choice between action contrary to vinue and 
death by torture." 

Limited as this example ist it should suffice to remind us that whatever blocks vir­
mous activity blocks eutlaimonill. It might be a few tyrants. It might be the nature of 
the society into which one was born, unwittinglYt as a member of the privileged class 
whose past horrendous injustice is only just beginning to be righted.. Perhaps I can live 
in accordance with the virtue ofjustice in such a societyt in the vanguard with those 
bringing about the needed. changes at considerable personal self-denial. But perhaps, 
given my family commitments or some disability whicht in my society renders me 
helplessly dependent on others, I cannot; if I am to live at allt I am forced. to live the 
life of the highly privileged dependent. And then eutlaimonill is beyond my grasPt for 
willy-nilly, I shallt perforce, reap the rewards of injustice. Or it might be the nature 
of the world into which I was bornt a world whose societies have become so predic­
ated. on despoiling nature that their very existence depends on continuing to do so. 

" Cf. Philippa Foot on the 'Letter-Writers' who died because they refused to go along with the 
Nazis. She says of them that they were so placed that it was impossible for them to pursue happiness 
'by just and honourable means. • .. Happiness in lifi:t they might have said, was not something 
possible for them.' See Foot (2001). 
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Perhaps I can live in accordance with the vinue ofbeing rightly oriented to nature to 
some extent if I leave society. But then I will have cut myself off from the exercise of 
most of the other vinues. So eudaimonia is beyond my grasp. 

Vinue ethics is 'about' human beings living well, but it is not committed, in 
advance, to our living well being a realizable state of affairs regardless of how we, or 
many of us, are living or have lived up until now. It is possible that we have already 
made such a mess that we shall not be able to live well, as pan of the natural world, 
for many generations to come, if ever. 

More optimistically, the very next generation may stan to show us the way. Con­
cern about the environment, and proto-versions of the vinue of being rightly ori­
ented to nature, are currently much more widespread amongst children than they 
are amongst adults. Many of them have received more training in it than any of us 
did, and are beginning to have their own ideas about how they and we should live. 
At the time I began working on this chapter, in 1999, it was reponed that 135,000 
German schoolchildren had decided to help reduce their communities' emissions of 
greenhouse gases by 10 per cent, and within seven months had more than reached 
their target-something that (I believe) no government has achieved in a compar­
able time. It may be that they will choose to live in ways rather different from our 
ways, and that their children will choose to live in very different ones. If the deeper 
green versions of the green beliefare true, it is a radical change in human beings' ways 
of living in the natural world that is called for. If the vinue ethics approach is right, it 
is hardly surprising that we, currently lacking the relevant vinues, should be unable to 
imagine, in any concrete detail, how we should live, and we should expect change to 
come about not primarily through philosophical argument, and not overnight, but 
through the actions and practical reasoning of people in whom the relevant vinues 
have been inculcated. Our current task is, thereby, to do what we can to develop those 
vinues in ourselves and our children, and to adhere to the 'obvious prohibitions' in 
the hope that we may bequeath to them a world that is not irrevocably spoiled. 
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