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THE EMERGENCE OF ECOLOGICAL
VIRTUE LANGUAGE

THE WORD “VIRTUE” HAS an old-fashioned ring to it. The word “vice”
perhaps even more so. When as Westerners we hear these terms, we may
think of professors belaboring the significance of the ancient Four Cardinal
Virtues, or priests sermonizing on the perennial Three Theological Virtues
and the Seven Deadly Sins. Even if we cannot exactly remember what they
all are, we know these virtues and vices represent tradition, and so they
inspire us with awe, or rather with resentment, or perhaps with an uneasy
mixture of both. Then, of course, we may also think we have moved en-
tirely beyond virtue and vice—either in skeptical rejection of tradition, or
for lack of familiarity with it. Even so, “virtue” and “vice” will sound old-
fashioned and hardly relevant to a book on the future-oriented and some-
what countercultural topic of ecological ethics.

I will not retort with an apology on the surprising relevance of estab-
lished Western virtue traditions in an ecological age. Yet I will draw atten-
tion to a particular type of moral language that pervades the writings of
those who seek to respond to the environmental crisis. In this mushrooming
ecological literature, we are encouraged to care for our bioregions, to re-
spect trees, to show compassion for the suffering of animals, to be humble
and wise in the use of technology, to be frugal and creative in the use of
limited resources, and to have hope in the face of impending global disas-
ter. Conversely, we are warned to avoid the arrogance of anthropocentrism,
to stop being cruel in our treatment of animals, to admit that we habitually
project our fears onto nature, and to put a halt on our greed and the result-
ing manipulative exploitation of natural resources.

What would be an appropriate name for this language? The term “virtue
language” (which includes vices as well) does seem appropriate. But then
somehow we must indicate that we are not simply dealing with a rehash of
tradition. Perhaps “ecological virtue language” is most descriptive, if some-
what mundane. I will use this expression in the remainder of the book.
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Another source of dynamism is our changing understanding of the possi-
bilities of human and nonhuman existence on this planet. When we still
believed that the Earth could, with the right technology, produce enough
food for all people, our moral focus was on technological creativity, redis-
tribution, and development. Virtues like simplicity and responsibility pre-
dominated in environmental discourse (this ethic was primarily addressed to
rich elites). Now that many of us can no longer support this belief, and now
that we are developing a greater interest in the plight of nonhuman life as
well, our moral focus is shifting to the challenges of fashioning integrated
forms of existence. As a result, virtues like humility, vulnerability, and feel-
ing kinship are becoming increasingly prevalent in ecoliterature. Clearly,
such dynamism is necessary if our cultivation of virtues is to be attuned to
realistic possibilities in an ecological age. Lack of such attunement could
lead us to embrace “virtues” that, despite our good intentions, undercut rather
than follow the options that are still open.

Because ecological virtue language has to be dynamic, it is unlikely that
this discourse will ever become systematized to the extent that, for example,
Thomas Aquinas systematized Christian virtue language. Ecowriters appre-
ciate the ever changing and multifaceted structures of the world, an appre-
ciation that contradicts efforts to build a closed intellectual system with strong
claims to ultimacy. In fact, an ecological virtue theory that claimed to be
the virtue theory would constitute an oxymoron.

It is one thing to value dynamism and quite another to engage in intellec-
tual sloppiness. Insofar as ecological virtue discourse is still a new moral
language, there is much room and need for development, for aiming at greater
precision of expression, for better understanding conceptual connections and
distinctions. As of yet, while the literature contains many virtues and vices,
few have been thoroughly interpreted. And conversely, while some tradi-
tional virtues and vices receive no mention at all, the reasons for this silence
are usually not spelled out, so that the reader is left to wonder whether the
omission expresses the author’s disapproval or rather the opposite, auto-
matic acceptance. (The virtue of cleanliness, for example, comes to mind
here.) Efforts to address these and other instances of incompleteness need
not undercut the dynamism of ecological virtue ethics, as long as they flow
from a desire to achieve greater moral clarity rather than from a desire to
build the ultimate intellectual system.

A VISIONARY DISCOURSE WITHOUT A SOCIAL ETHIC

By expressing themselves through dirty virtue language, ecologically minded
people express an interest in the cultivation and transformation of their own
and other people’s characters. Yet unlike Aristotle and many of his followers,
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ecologically minded people are not interested in character development for
the sake of achieving personal harmony within an existing social system.
Rather, their dirty virtues are tied to a social vision for the future, a vision
of ecologically sustainable societies. The change from present social structures
to ecological societies is seen as necessary for the survival of diverse life-
forms on Earth. And, in the viewpoint of many, the cultivation of appropriate
attitudes can foster such change.*

Ecological virtue discourse thus derives much of its impetus from a social
ideal. Ironically, however, most ecological virtue language does not display
the features of a social ethic. Calls to respect nature, to change our domi-
nating attitudes, to be frugal, careful, and wise tend to remain just that:
calls. Usually they are not followed by a detailed analysis of how heeding
them will bring about the desired social change. Although much ecoliterature
does address legal, communal, and institutional changes required to build
sustainable societies, virtue discourse is rarely an explicitly integrated part
of these specific discussions. Even if a single work contains much virtue
language as well as a theory of social change, the two aspects tend to be in
different chapters or sections of chapters. Thus we are confronted with the
irony that the language of dirty virtues witnesses to a social vision without
being connected to a social ethic.

Again, I believe Lynn White’s article, “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic
Crisis,” was instrumental in setting this pattern of “a social vision without a
social ethic.” White’s thesis that attitudes must change if we are to avert
further ecological disaster provides a clear image of ordered social progres-
sion, which puts a vice-to-virtue transformation at the start. At the end of
the progression we find a vision, inspired by the teachings of St. Francis, of
a harmonious, radically inclusive and egalitarian world. Yet White does not
indicate what, if anything, beyond the vice-to-virtue transformation would
be necessary to get to this better world. His silence on this point was trans-
mitted to the widespread debates that followed the publication of his arti-
cles, debates about the core questions of the causes behind and possible
solutions to the ecological crisis. Although virtue language flourishes pro-
fusely in these debates, social analysis is often thinly represented or totally
absent and the listener is expected to simply go along with the assumption
that all will pan out as long as we change our basic attitudes (there are
exceptions, most notably the work of social ecologists and of many
ecofeminists).*’ The end result is the curious phenomenon of a discourse
committed to social change without a developed theory of social change.

In my view, this phenomenon calls for critical reflection. I see the current
situation as somewhat analogous to the case of the earliest Christians, who
were energized by a vision of social transformation through the coming of
God’s Kingdom, who fervently called for people to practice virtues such as
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neighborly love, peacefulness, and long-suffering, but who did not develop a
social ethic.* Hence the early churches did not present a real challenge to
reigning powers or to practices such as war and slavery. Yet the history of
Christianity also provides a different model. In the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, the Social Gospel Movement responded to widespread social
problems by enriching early Christian eschatological teachings with the
insights of contemporary social analysis (at that time especially socialist
theory). By so doing the movement was empowered to bring about widespread
changes, including legislative changes that ended the exploitation of child
labor and limited the workweek to six days. A similar move could now provide
more bite to the commitment to social change that characterizes ecological
virtue language.” In effect, this means that this discourse needs to become
more integrated with those sections of environmental literature where we do
find the development of a social ethic.®

CONCLUSION

Ecological virtue discourse, as a distinct, diverse, dialectical, dynamic, and
visionary moral language, deserves more attention than it has received so far.
Many riches hide among the dirty virtues, as well as significant challenges to
ancient traditions. While these facts may be sufficient to warrant academic
interest, there should be a practical benefit as well. Rich moral discourse, rooted
in transformative praxis, carries the promise of moral creativity. We are sorely in
need of such creativity as we face the many ecological challenges ahead and as
we increasingly find ourselves perplexed by the difficulties involved in adapting
traditional moral languages to the needs of our age. One more language is one
more chance. It would border on irresponsibility not to pay attention to the virtue
discourse that emerges from the environmental movement.

In fact, with this new virtue language we may not just be given another
chance, but even a good chance at achieving moral breakthroughs, at finding
fresh ways of looking at problems and dilemmas that are already getting stale
(such as the question whether trees or rivers have rights). Virtue language has
premodern roots, and although it comes to us sifted through the mazes of
modernity, its internal consistency and comprehensibility are not dependent
on the worldview that came into power with the scientific and industrial rev-
olutions. Given that many critics see the modern worldview as an important
factor in bringing about the ecological crisis, it will be helpful to have access
to a form of moral discourse that is not too much in cahoots with this world-
view. Even though virtue ethics may have acquired an image of conservatism,
a virtue ethic based in the lived discourse of the environmental movement
could have surprisingly radical effects.
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