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Introduction 

Regarding the ethical issue of climate change Dale Jamieson writes the following: 

[T]he problem we face is not a purely scientific problem that can be solved by the 

accumulation of scientific information. Science has alerted us to the problem, but the 

problem also concerns our values. It is about how we ought to live and how humans 

should relate to one another and to the rest of nature. These are problems of ethics and 

politics as well as a problem of science.1 

This paper is about environmental ethics, or more specifically the ethics of climate change, which 

arguably is the most pressing ethical concern of our time. This is because of the far reaching and 

quite possibly downright catastrophic consequences it might bring about if left unchecked, as well as 

its relevance for and impact on many other serious ethical issues, such as global inequality, war, 

famine and poverty. Due to the great scale and complexity of the problem (or rather problems) that 

arises from climate change any fruitful discussion with an aim to find tenable solutions will have to 

include knowledge, expertise and ideas from a multitude of disciplines. This includes most certainly, 

as noted above, science, as well as economics, other social sciences, politics and quite obviously 

moral philosophy.  

While all of these fields are both interesting and important when thinking about the ethical aspects 

of climate change, this paper will put most of them aside, especially the finer points of the science, 

which tries to explain the causes and effects of climate change. Suffice to say, there seem to be a 

convincing consensus in the scientific community that climate change is a reality and that it is 

happening now, as these words are written. The consensus seems to be equally strong that there 

undoubtedly will be consequences of a very serious kind if climate change is left unchecked and quite 

possible even if we made massive efforts to reverse and mitigate the process. For a summary of the 

current scientific knowledge about climate change, aimed at making the issue and situation clear for 

policymakers, see the latest report from the IPCC (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change).2  

It also seems quite clear that this problem is primarily caused by us humans. We are now entering, or 

perhaps as some claim, have already entered into what many climate change scientists call 

                                                           
1 Jamieson, Dale. “Ethics, Public Policy, and Global Warming.” In Gardiner, Stephen M. et al. (ed.) Climate 
Ethics: Essential Readings, Oxford, Oxford University Press (2010): p. 79 
2 http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/wg1/WG1AR5_SPM_FINAL.pdf (accessed June 4th 2015) 

http://www.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/wg1/WG1AR5_SPM_FINAL.pdf
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Anthropocene. The meaning of which is an era in the history of our planet in which humans are the 

greatest geological force on Earth.3   

Let us just pause for a second here, and contemplate on the magnitude of this fact. We as humans, 

perhaps not as individuals, but rather collectively, as humanity as a whole, are the principal 

geological force affecting our planet today; stronger than the sun, the moon, the moving of the 

tectonic plates deep under our feet and even changes to the tilt of our planets axis. Our activities on 

this planet, while remarkable and often commendable in their scale, organisation and creativity is 

also rapidly changing our surroundings in a way that soon will be utterly out of our control and put us 

irrevocably on a path towards disaster on a scale which we most likely never before have witnessed 

in human history. This fact alone ought to make solving this problem a key priority for every human 

being with even the slightest sliver of ethical bones in their bodies, regardless of your ethical 

persuasions, apart from possibly the most ardent nihilists, prescribers to Randian objectivism or 

other ethical egotists.45  

This rather rudimentary picture of the nature of the problem and the science that underlines it will 

suffice as a backdrop to the discussion and claims put forward in this paper. These are facts that are 

known by scientist and environmental ethicists alike, and the main contentions in the ethical debate 

is not around the issue of whether or not climate change is a reality. Nor are they about the 

seriousness of the problem, although sometimes there is dispute about our capacity to accurately 

predict the possible outcomes and consequences of climate change.  Instead the main disagreements 

concern questions of responsibility, of the methods to solve the issue and of the underlying moral 

principles that should guide us. Therefore it will be assumed hereafter that the following three 

statements are correct:  

1) Climate change is a definitive scientific fact, and it is happening now 

2) Climate change will, if no mitigating and/or reversing efforts on a grand scale are made, lead 

to catastrophic consequences  (such as floods, famine, draughts, disease and more ), both as 

a direct and indirect result from its effects on our planet 

3) Human activity is the primary cause of climate change 

                                                           
3 Wijkman, Anders & Rockström, Johan. “Bankrupting Nature: Denying our Planetary Boundaries”, Oxon, 
Routledge (2012): p. 37 
4 Shaver, Robert, "Egoism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2015 Edition), Edward N. 
Zalta (ed.), http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/egoism/ (accessed May 30th 2015) 
5 Badhwar, Neera K. and Long, Roderick T., "Ayn Rand", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2015 
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/ayn-rand (accessed May 
30th 2015) 

 

http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/egoism/
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2015/entries/ayn-rand


 Individual Responsibilities and Practical Virtues in the Light of Climate Change  

4 
Alexander Kirchhoff  Umeå universitet Vt 15 

Especially 1) and 2) will be salient and necessary for the arguments put forth here, because they lay 

down the fundamental facts that give us a moral imperative to act. If we could continue to emit 

greenhouse gases without causing this rapid rise in the Earth´s temperature, or if climate change did 

not elicit any negative consequences, there seem to be no obvious reason for us to change our 

behaviour. This is not the case however, and if we remain inert in the face of this problem dire 

consequence will be the result - consequences that are obviously morally bad and that we ought to 

think should be avoided, which only can be done by making some radical changes, both to our 

political polices and to our individual behaviour. While the two first claims might play a more crucial 

part in giving us normative reasons to act, 3) makes a significant contribution to the moral argument 

for human intervention in regards to climate change. It adds a layer of particular responsibility held 

by all human beings as members of the community (that is humanity) that have caused the problem. 

This layer of responsibility ought to strengthen the normative force of the claims put forward in this 

paper.  

Leaving the finer points of science behind, as well as the question if we ought to do something about 

climate change, assuming that this is an ethical necessity, this paper will now turn to questions of 

what we should do to, and how we ought to act, in order to solve the problem. Or at least how we as 

human beings should behave to uphold our moral responsibility and do our part, however 

insignificant it might seem in grand scope of things. The focus here will be on ethical questions of 

individual responsibilities, duties or imperatives, and more significantly on our actual actions and 

behaviour. Contrasted with questions about how our political and financial systems ought to act and 

be organised. It is not for lack of interest and moral importance, or of urgency that this part of the 

problem is left out, but is instead due to lack of space and to promote the clarity of the views put 

forward. Added variables and perspectives often make a discussion more nuanced and perhaps even 

more beneficial, but they also have a tendency to make the issue presented more untidy and difficult 

to get a clear view on. However, while the attention here will be on the individual sphere of the 

problem, it should be said that the actions of the individual will have importance for the political 

sphere as well. The saying “the personal is political” is not for nought in this case, as will be argued 

later. Before we come to the main argument and claims, a somewhat more detailed discussion and 

demarcation of the two spheres are in order. 

Political or collective issues vs. individual issues 

Because discussions about the ethical aspects of climate change cover such a wide set of important 

questions, there is a need to distinguish between different categories of issues.  There are two 

general and broad categories of questions that are quite straightforwardly observed; those of public, 
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collective and political responsibilities on the one hand, and those of private or individual on the 

other. Since the problems and the issues global climate change give rise to are so complex and grand 

in scale there will be a need to establish what responsibilities and duties may lie on the political (and 

indeed financial and corporate) sphere. That will mean asking questions about how governments, 

international organisations and global corporations could and should act in response to climate 

change. They are the largest and indeed most influential actors, both with regard to their ability to 

enact change but also causal responsibility for the problem, and if they do not rise to the occasion 

and try to address the problem it really does not matter what we as individuals do. Climate change 

will then happen to an extent that will give rise to catastrophic consequences, no matter how well 

we recycle or how much we use bicycles instead of cars. Hence, to solve or mitigate the problems of 

climate change there is a great need for political and structural changes all over the world, but in 

what way this should be done and who have what duties and responsibilities is up for debate. 

However, as mentioned, there is another category of questions that need to be answered as well. 

That is questions concerning individuals and their moral responsibilities. While both categories are 

important to get to grips with, this paper will focus on the individual side of the issue, looking at the 

questions it poses, and some of the problems that we seem to face when trying to make sense of 

them. 

When discussing individual responsibilities there is often made a distinction between responsibilities 

or duties held by me as a private person, and  responsibilities or duties held by me as a citizen or a 

member of a political society. Sometimes there is a need to establish even smaller sub-sets of 

categories of individual responsibilities or duties, like those held by parents to their children, or 

corporate boards to their shareholders. These more specific categories will not be discussed in this 

paper however. Instead the focus will be on the more general categories of us as private and political 

individuals.  

Now there is not a clear cut line between these categories of private and political individuals, but 

some general distinctions can be made. Moral duties and responsibilities (or perhaps oughts or moral 

imperatives, if the two former comes with connotations or assumptions you do not subscribe to) that 

are connected to us as political beings could include obligations put on us in our role as citizens of a 

country, or perhaps as members of a political organisation. Most of us would assume that along with 

the privileges and benefits of being a citizen in a country, say Sweden, there also follows some moral 

or political responsibilities. Swedish citizens are guaranteed a set of basic benefits and services from 

the state, such as healthcare, education, social services and so forth. In return we are explicitly 

expected, as evident by our judicial and taxation systems, to perform certain compensatory actions. 

This includes paying our taxes, acting within the confines of the law and so forth.  Exactly how this 
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acceptance of benefits and duties works is debatable, as well as how strong the moral constraints are 

on individuals to uphold these civic obligations. However, here it will be assumed that at least some 

version of this basic structure of moral and civic responsibilities could realistically be asked of 

citizens, such as perhaps voting, paying taxes, and on a rudimentary level engage in public life. It 

would also seem reasonable to demand that citizens follow the laws set up in a country. However, 

this last claim might be overridden in special cases, such as when an individual feel that a law is 

morally corrupt or believe necessity dictates a breaking of it. This kind of moral or necessary law 

breaking could apply to both the political and private sphere of individual morality, and might in itself 

be morally required or commendable, or at least morally accepted, as the following to examples aim 

to illustrate. 

First there is law breaking in a political or civic sense, such as political activists that break laws that 

they feel are unjust or corrupt, or break them in order to stop morally unacceptable actions. It could 

be people performing acts of public homosexuality in countries where this is forbidden, to make a 

moral and/or political statement and try to instigate political and judicial change, or people who hide 

refugees although it is against the law. Also there are environmental activists who break into nuclear 

power plants or board oil carrying freighters to stop what they believe is morally unacceptable 

activities, as well as making the issues they believe in publicly known. It could be other more 

organized efforts, such as the ones done by individuals like Nelson Mandela in South Africa, 

Mohandas Ghandi in India, Aung San Suu Kyi in Burma or Martin Luther King and Malcolm X in the 

United States. All of whom staged protests and did actions that sometimes broke the law, or at least 

were so provocative (and perhaps disruptive) to the state that they might have wanted it to appear 

to be, and/or claimed it to be, against the law. The common denominator through all these examples 

is that they are people who have done individual acts (sometimes organized and as a collective 

effort) that broke the law, in order to protest against, and try to prevent and change,  circumstances 

of systems they believe are unacceptable, corrupt or unjust. It should be made clear that breaking a 

law does not become automatically morally commendable or accepted due to the fact that you 

believe there is something wrong with a law. Sometimes you are wrong in your moral evaluation, or 

the law itself is only slightly of key that a more reformist approach would be more advisable and 

appropriate. Also it would be nigh impossible in a democratic society to establish a legal system (or 

political system as well) that every citizen would be completely content with. Part of the democratic 

deal, so to speak, is that you have to accept the fact that sometimes political decisions will be 

implemented that you do not agree with. For example how high the tax percentage is or what the tax 

revenue are spent on. Now, it would be a hard pressed matter to pinpoint a precise principle that 

explains when an ideological or moral divergence becomes morally reasonable to break the law for. 
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There will be many grey areas, for example in cases of political activism that can turn quite violent at 

times, and/or disrupt democratic processes such as political speeches. However there are also some 

relatively clear cut cases as well, at least when we look in the rear view window, such as the efforts 

made by Martin Luther King and the civil rights movement.  

Secondly there are cases where the law breaking is of a more private nature, not connected to 

political or ideological beliefs, but they are still normative in nature. They can often be sprung from a 

sense of necessity or priority, of moral or at least normative nature, where the law breaking activity 

is viewed as a necessary means to a more important end. One such case could be a parent who 

ignores a red light, on a deserted street, to rush their severely injured child to the emergency room. 

They might never have considered doing such an act in other circumstances, but when the life of 

their child is at stake the upholding of a traffic rule, while otherwise sensible and right, might not 

seem particularly important. Or it could be a poor and hungry person, who steals food from a store 

to be able to avoid starvation. In that case the avoidance of hunger is deemed more important than 

either the moral or judicial imperatives not to steal. What makes these types of cases distinct from 

the former is that they do not involve an inherent critique of laws or political systems. Instead they 

are characterized by the fact that the acting agents believe that they are morally entitled or 

demanded to break or bend laws in order to achieve ends that are of higher moral priority. Further, 

as we saw in the case of stealing food, this type of rule breaking is not exclusive to laws, they could 

also be about breaking moral principles you other circumstances would want to uphold.  As such, 

they have an element of common-sense morality to them, as well as utilitarian leanings. It seems 

rather common-sensical to say that running a red light on a busy street on your way to work would 

be a stupid and unethical thing to do. However it seems likewise to be common sense to do the same 

thing in an emergency as the one described above, and when the risk of actually colliding with 

another car is all but zero. 

This discussion of circumstances when law-breaking might be acceptable or even demanded by 

morality or necessity aims to show how a truly moral person cannot be complacent and 

unquestionably rely on the ethical legitimacy of the laws in the current judicial system. Throughout 

history laws has changed as our moral attitudes, norms and beliefs have been updated, and there is 

no reason to believe that we have reached moral and judicial perfection at this point in time. 

Especially since laws and moral norms are widely disparate over the world, with huge differences in 

attitudes against minorities, people with disabilities and sexual orientations deemed separate from 

the norm. While these issues are not the focus in this paper they show that law by no means 

necessarily translates directly into obvious moral truths, and if there is a divergence, there might very 

well be reason for law-breaking, assuming you have a wish to lead an ethical life. As the issue of 
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climate change is a relatively recent phenomenon, it stands to reason that our current laws might not 

necessarily be aligned with an updated morality that takes into account the ethical problems climate 

change gives rise to. Hence there might very well be reasons for the person who wishes to lead a 

moral life to at least consider the need to break the law, if that could be deemed the morally correct 

thing to do. 

Now, the moral issue of climate change will have relevance for both these categories, both the public 

and political, and the private responsibilities of individuals. A person who believes that this is an 

ethical issue of critical importance will have a strong moral imperative, given this belief, to do 

something about it. As a member of society and a citizen of a country that could mean voting for 

parties that propose mitigating action, engaging in public debate to increase the awareness of the 

problem and change public opinion, doing direct activist actions towards oil or gas companies or try 

to implement more energy efficient policies at your workplace or organisations you are involved in. 

As a private person that could mean adapting to a more environmental friendly lifestyle, for example  

by cutting down on or stop eating meat, recycling, using collective transportation instead of a car, 

take the train instead of travel by airplane, buying local and organic food and consume less in 

general. This is not an extensive list of possible required or preferable actions to perform as an 

ethical person in light of climate change, in either category, but it gives some basic sense of what 

morality might demand from us.  

Point of enquiry and two principal claims 

As previously stated the primary point of enquiry will be individual ethical responsibilities and duties 

in the light of climate change. Now these terms, responsibility and duty, while very commonplace in 

ethical discourse and quite clearly points in a recognizable direction, is also somewhat problematic. It 

is the aim of this paper to be as inclusive as possible when it comes to ethical positions, and to show 

that the claims put forward here could, and should be accepted by people that hold any of the usual 

moral viewpoints, whether they are utilitarians, deontologists, common-sense ethicists or 

proponents of theories of rights. Therefore, while several or even most of these positions ought to 

have no problem to accept the use of either moral responsibilities or duties, they still carry with 

them unnecessary connotations that might dissuade some people from approaching the arguments 

put forward here with an as neutral attitude as possible. They could even make people reject ideas 

they might otherwise accept. With that in mind, and not to say that either responsibilities or duties 

are actually wrong to apply in this argumentation, the more general term of moral imperative should 

suffice just as well. Given a certain moral belief, say that one ought to maximize happiness, holding 

this belief should give you a moral imperative to perform actions that actually promotes that end. On 
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every major ethical position, climate change ought to bestow us with some quite demanding moral 

imperatives for us as individuals. These imperatives would also give rise to moral duties and/or 

responsibilities on most moral accounts. Many of us do already recognize this fact and could 

probably name several things they do, or more commonly, feel that they ought to do in order to live 

more ethically with regards to climate change. However, despite the fact that we know that climate 

change is a major problem and that we should do things to mitigate its effects, and even know what 

kind of actions we ought to do, we are actually doing dishearteningly few of these acts, or to a lesser 

extent than would be morally appropriate. The questions that then ought to be asked are the 

following two: what are the hurdles that stand in our way and how could we clear them so that we 

could actually act in accordance with our own ethical beliefs? 

This enquiry will be done by examining a key feature of modern thought, and a concept that is held in 

very high regard in philosophical discussions in ethics (as well as of most other philosophical 

subjects), namely the concept of rationality. People quite generally believe that rationality is very 

desirable and that we as humans generally have a good capacity for rational discussion and decision 

making. At the very least we have a high regard of rationality as not only a theoretical tool to analyse 

issues and problems (moral and otherwise) but also as practical tool as well, that will generate good 

results.  If we look at the discipline of moral philosophy, we as ethicists tend to seek to show that our 

theories are supported by rational arguments and that our intellectual antagonists have failed in 

their rational thought process. We are always looking for gaps in the logical structure and reasoning 

in other philosopher’s positions, and very often criticize one another for inconsistencies of 

rationality. This paper will claim that this obsession with rationality, and more significantly our 

hubristic faith in our own rational capabilities pose some serious problems for the possibility of 

actual ethical behaviour on a practical level. To put it blunt, our fixation with rationality might 

actually make us practically irrational in many situations, especially in our everyday lives. Even more 

importantly it puts a great obstacle before us and true ethical behaviour, both in general and in 

particular regard to climate change issues. Now to be clear, it is not the aim of this paper to utterly 

refute the value and usefulness of the concepts of rationality and reason in ethical discussion, or 

indeed any philosophical endeavours. Rationality is indeed a valuable tool, and not something we 

should in any way disregard as useless, however, if we believe it will help us solve all our moral 

problems there seem to be some good reasons for the claim that this will pose problems for us, if we 

wish to live ethically. The aim is instead to show some of the problems of a mainly practical nature 

arising from our confidence in rationality and also propose an outline of a possible solution.  

The main problem that arises is that we think we are much more rational than we really are, 

especially when making decisions of routine nature, or when we are stressed or emotional. We might 
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well have a capacity for rational thought, but it is operating at full capacity at far fewer times than 

most of us would like to believe. Now this is a problem when we engage in philosophical discussions 

between the major ethical theories that are aiming to produce the best, most rational set of ethical 

principles; which we as humans would have a moral imperative to follow if we are to lead ethical 

lives. Even given the possibility that we eventually will come to agree on one ethical theory as the 

correct one, a notion that quite reasonably could be doubted, there still remains a major problem. 

Let us say that we have reached the conclusion that we should use utilitarianism as our guiding moral 

principle, which we as an intellectual society, or at least you as a reflective individual have settled on 

the belief that this is the correct set of moral rules, which you will attempt to follow hereafter. 

Satisfactory as it might feel, the issue of how to act and be an ethical person is far from settled.  

Given our propensity to be rationally fallible when it comes to everyday decisions, which is where our 

adherence to the chosen ethical principles is tested, we will be prone to fail and not live up to our 

own, collective or private, ethical standards. A moral failure that will be far too frequent for it to be 

in any way acceptable.  

The possible answers to how these problems can be resolved in a satisfactory way will be sought by 

looking into some different theories in virtue ethics. These will principally be thoughts picked up 

from modern strands of virtue theory working in an Aristotelian tradition (and also some direct 

references back to Aristotle himself) as well as some thoughts found in David Hume’s moral 

philosophy. The second claim of this paper will be that the problems connected to our 

overconfidence in rationality can be solved by overriding our fallible rational decision making with 

actual moral practice that develops in us a kind of green virtues, by a process that trains our capacity 

to learn ethical behaviour and attitudes. This acquired ability will somewhat crudely be called moral 

muscle memory. This notion of cultivating moral virtues or moral muscle memory, will at first be 

discussed in a more general sense, as it seems to be applicable in many ethical areas, not only in 

producing green virtues that might solve problems within environmental ethics. However, since the 

main aim here is to show how this kind of problems related to climate change could be solved; there 

will be a discussion on why this approach might be extra fruitful in dealing with these kinds of 

problems.  

In trying to flesh out the arguments for these claims the paper will consist of several parts. First there 

will be a discussion of the concept of rationality and a more detailed discussion of its merits and 

problems. After that there will be two sections discussing virtue theories of Aristotelian tradition as 

well as a further discussion on how these theories might produce so called green virtues and connect 

that to some of the contemporary discussion on the subject. In this section there will also be a 

discussion of some of the inadequacies of our current moral norms and underlying value system in 
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society, and why there is a need to establish a reworked moral framework to accommodate the 

changing factual reality in our world, such as the emergence of climate change. There will also be a 

section elaborating on the notion of ethics as a practical discipline, where thought and reflection 

must be followed by actual educated practice. Put simply, we cannot just think ethics we must also 

do ethics. Following that will be a discussion of what this could mean more concretely in the context 

of climate change. That is how should we think, live and especially do and act to be ethical beings 

taking responsibility for humanity and the world as a whole. A few practical examples will feature 

here as well. Finally there will be a summary and restatement of the claims of the paper as well as a 

conclusion based on discussion and arguments put forward in the text. 

Rationality and reason in ethical discussion 

The discussion of rationality and reason in this paper will be grounded in the definitions of these 

concepts put forward by Jon Elster.6 However before we come to these definitions, a few clarifying 

remarks are in order. First of all there is a distinction to be made between the two notions of reason 

and rationality. They are quite heavily entwined conceptually and are quite often used 

interchangeably in less formal conversations. As Elster remarks the concept of rationality is a rather 

modern one in intellectual debate, and by modern meaning the last couple of centuries or so. It has 

roots in mathematical and economic theories, as well as game theory. As such it is rather well 

defined; although it naturally is some debate around how exactly the concept of rationality should be 

understood. The concept of reason on the other hand is much older; it has been with us pretty much 

since the birth of philosophy. However it has not been discussed, refined and defined as much as 

rationality, but is instead still a somewhat vaguer concept. Elster defines the rational agent as 

someone who acts on grounds of sufficient reason.7 An agent´s preferences or wishes, along with 

beliefs about the world will be the basis for action. The rational agent will chose the action that will 

fulfil the agent´s preferences in the best possible way, given the framework of beliefs possessed by 

the agent. As such, the rational thing to do for an agent might change if additional information is 

provided that alters the agent’s beliefs in a way that is relevant for the decision-making. Let us say 

that I am thirsty and I have a glass of water before me. In a situation where I have no reason to 

believe that there is anything wrong with the water, the rational choice would be to drink the water 

and alleviate my thirst, thus promoting my preference for not being thirsty. However, if I had reason 

to believe that the water was actually poisoned, and I had a preference for continuing to live that 

was stronger than my preference not to be thirsty, the rational choice would be not to drink the 

                                                           
6 Jon Elster, “Reason and Rationality”, Princeton University Press, 2009 
7 Elster, pp. 7-8 
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water. In that regard, rational choice theory is foremost a normative theory aimed at identifying the 

action that best promotes an agent´s preferences. Supposing that an agent is rational, we can then 

explain the reason behind their actions in a particular situation by appealing to rational choice 

theory. This way of understanding and describing the actions of people is a fundamental concept in 

the basic model of economics.  

For the argumentation in this paper the distinction between reason and rationality is not of upmost 

importance. While it is an interesting discussion and in many cases it will be fruitful to make clear 

distinctions between them, they are often used almost synonymously, at least in semi-formal or 

informal discussions. Rationality might be a more technical and specified concept than reason, as 

Elster points out, but they both assume that agents that possess these capabilities utilizes their 

mental or cognitive powers and accumulated knowledge to make sound judgements about the world 

around them. In the case of ethics that means to have the capacity to assess a situation and to be 

able to recognize the correct way to act, given some right-making criteria, such as a moral principle 

(or set of principles). For Kant that would be the Categorical Imperative, and for a utilitarian that 

would mean some version of the Utility Principle, that claims that the morally correct action to 

preform is that which promotes the greatest aggregate happiness (or welfare, preference-

satisfaction or whatever feature they seek to maximize) in the world.  

This point towards an underlying premise in philosophical debate about ethics, one that is not always 

explicit, but nevertheless constantly present. We seek to demonstrate how our argument and claims 

are grounded in rationality and reason, since that is the foremost judge of the validity of our ethical 

claims. Just as we try to show our side of the argument as rational and reasonable, we seek to 

undermine our opponents by criticizing their premises and/or arguments for being irrational, 

unreasonable or lacking logical validity. We see this in every ethical discipline, from meta-ethics, 

through normative ethics to applied ethics. Take for example Michael Smith´s meta-ethical claim that 

the morally objectively correct action for me to make in a particular situation, that is what we have 

normative reason to do is the following: 

To say that I have a normative reason to do X in certain circumstances C is to say that we 

would want ourselves to do X in C if we were fully rational. If there is a normative reason 

for some agent to do X in certain circumstances C then there is a like normative reason 

for all those who find themselves in circumstances C to do X.8  

                                                           
8 Smith, Michael. ”The Moral Problem.” Blackwell Publishing, Malden (1994): p. 182 
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Now we can put aside the question whether we accept this claim or not, and it would be unfair to 

judge it prima facie, when he devotes a two hundred pages long book to spelling out his position, 

condensed in the quote above. Regardless both his argumentation leading up to this claim, as well as 

his actual meta-ethical position, uses the notion of rationality as a key component. For example he 

criticizes one of John Mackie’s arguments against objective moral values, the so called argument 

from queerness, by appealing to the notion of full rationality. Mackie’s argument, which simply put 

says that the idea of objectively true and naturally existing moral facts is a very strange notion, 

because these facts would be something very unlike anything else in the world,9 is refuted by Smith. 

The notion of objective moral values is not strange at all, because they fall under Smiths conception 

of normative reasons. And normative reasons are not strange at all, we only have to imagine 

ourselves as a fully rational being and ask what that fully rational being would want us to do in a 

particular situation.10 

Now this paper is not asking meta-ethical questions, nor is a further investigation into Smith´s or 

Mackie´s argumentation fruitful here, rather it was presented as an example of how rationality is 

used in ethical debate. For an example somewhat closer to the issues discussed here, look at this 

passage from John Rawls where the notion of rationality is a cornerstone in the argumentation: 

The idea of the original position is proposed, then, as the answer to the question of how 

to extend the idea of a fair agreement to an agreement on principles of political justice 

for the basic structure. That position is set up as a situation that is fair to the parties as 

free and equal, and as properly informed and rational.  Thus any agreement made by 

the parties as citizens’ representatives is fair.11 

As we can see, the concept of informed and rational agents plays a crucial role in Rawls original 

position. Therefore it is not surprising that the most influential critique against his position questions 

if the principles he claims should be derived from the original position actually are those that fully 

informed and rational agents would agree upon. That is a critique of how Rawls interpret rationality, 

not rationality itself. 

The list of examples could be made almost infinite, however the point is that in some form or 

another the concepts of rationality and reason is of upmost importance in ethical debate. As 

previously stated, the aim of this paper is not to refute any conception of either rationality or reason. 

Nor is its purpose to unconditionally question the utility of these concepts in a fruitful ethical debate. 

                                                           
9 Mackie, John L.. ”Ethics: Inventing Right and Wrong.” Penguin Books, London (1990): p.38 
10 Smith, p. 200 
11 Rawls, John. “Justice as Fairness: A Restatement.” Harvard University Press, Cambridge (2001):  p. 16 
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On the contrary, rational and reasoned discussion is a requisite for intellectual progress, in all fields, 

including ethics. However, ethics is about more than theoretical discussion aiming at reaching well-

ordered and reasoned principles of morality. It has just as much to do with the practical aspect of 

morality, which is practicing ethical behaviour and acting morally. That is the everyday embodiment 

of the principles of morality which we would like to uphold. 

The practical failure of rationality and reason 

The problem with rationality and reason, when it comes to practical ethical behaviour and decision 

making, is of a dual nature. Firstly we have the serious issue of us believing that we are capable to 

contemplate and act rationally, when we in fact often fail miserably. More often than not we base 

our actions on reasons and grounds that are neither rational nor reasonable. There are a multitude 

of causes for this practical irrationality that we often are demonstrating, and it is commonplace in 

everyday situations, as well as situations in which we are under pressure or stress. For one thing, 

rational decision making is intellectually demanding and also time consuming, so often in everyday 

life we do not have the time, or rather do not prioritize to take the time to stop and seriously 

contemplate all possible options and then acting according to your chosen ethical principle. It would 

simply be too time consuming, and sometimes we even believe it not to be rational to spend so 

much time on trivial decisions. The aspect of time plays another role as well, because often there is 

no time for complex rational thought processes, even if we would have taken the time if it was 

possible. When you see a drowning person in the river there is not necessarily time for you to reason 

with yourself about the strength of the current, if you will reach the person in time and other 

considerations that could be of importance. In these cases we only have immediate response as an 

option, and what that response will be springs from habits, instincts or attitudes that are primary to a 

reasoned response. There have been done quite extensive research in this area of human rationality 

and decision-making, one of the most prominent researchers are the psychologist Daniel Kahneman, 

a Nobel Laureate in Economics, who together with Amos Tversky have investigated this area for the 

majority of his career. Their research has revealed that we seem to have several cognitive and 

implicit biases that affect our capacity to make well-reasoned and rational decisions, and that we 

often make use of heuristics, which is easily accessed decision-techniques or decision-strategies 

developed for everyday decision-making. 12 Examples of heuristics are rules of thumb or educated 

guesses; however, our employed heuristics are often flawed from the perspective of rational choice-

theory. One example of these biases is our propensity to be risk aversive and very susceptible to how 

a problem or dilemma is framed. The actual choices presented to us could be exactly the same; 
                                                           
12 Kahneman, Daniel. “Thinking Fast and Slow.” Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York (2011) 
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however, depending on how they are presented to us we tend to choose different alternatives, 

based on the belief that the chosen one is the most risk aversive. We are much more likely to opt for 

an operation if we are told that the success rate is 90%, than if we are told that the mortality rate is 

10%. We are also highly affected by the circumstance directly prior to us being presented with a 

problem. Another important bias most of us are under the influence of is optimistic bias, which make 

us judge many situation more favourably than we should rationally do. Kahneman and Tversky´s 

research is far too extensive to be described in detail, but one major conclusion that Kahneman 

comes to is that given his findings, most people seem to put too much trust in their own judgements. 

This means that, even when time is not an impairing factor, when we actually try to make reasoned 

and rational decisions, failure to achieve this is quite common. We are affected by a number of things 

that steer us away from making rational choices, among them are emotions, traumatic experiences, 

biases and physical and mental states. Perhaps I know that I should be working on my thesis, since I 

wish it to be well written and get a good grade, or because I believe that it is important to do your 

best at the tasks you set out to perform. Nevertheless I choose to spend time, in the days 

approaching the deadline, with a friend or a partner, doing enjoyable activities, but inevitably 

procrastinating and making the finishing of the thesis a much more rushed and stressful experience 

than it needed have been. And when choosing not to sit at the computer working, but instead doing 

other things, I rationalize it for myself with thoughts that it is good for me to take breaks, that I will 

get energy or inspiration from meeting other people. While there might lie some truth in these 

claims, it is not really why I choose to perform them, nor would I have done them if I actually would 

have made a fully rational decision, from my own preferences and beliefs. They just seemed much 

more appealing and enjoyable than the tedious and arduous process of writing an academic paper. 

One could say that my emotional response to the thought of spending time with a good friend 

clouded my capability to make and/or practically implement a rational decision. 

Other examples includes the college professor who grades the female students papers more harshly, 

or perhaps the male students more leniently,  not because of an explicit thought that women are 

worse at academic work compared to men, but because of an implicit bias received from sexist 

structures in society. Or the person who is relentlessly afraid of flying, for the risk of crashing, while 

happily taking the car to work every day without even the slightest hint of worry or anxiety, despite 

the fact that the risk of dying in a car crash much higher. It could also be a tired and hungry person 

who, in that state, takes the decision to buy unhealthy fast food, and go home and lie on the couch, 

when the original plan was to go for a run and then make a healthy dinner. We could also imagine, 

relating to the actual ethical issue discussed in this paper, people who do things they know are 

hurting the environment and contributing to climate change, believing or thinking that they should 
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not do them. Nevertheless they do these environmentally unfriendly acts. We chose not to buy 

organic products even though we have the economic means to do it, because we would rather spend 

the money on fuel hungry cars or vacations abroad. We do not bother to recycle because we find it 

tedious and time consuming, time that we instead could spend watching TV. All these things we do, 

even though we actually think that we should act differently, if we were to adhere to our own moral 

principles. In this sense, we often are practically irrational.  

The work of Kahneman and other academics that have studied the subject of human decision-making 

have influenced the work of philosophers as well. One philosopher who has taken an interest in what 

these insights might mean for ethics is Elizabeth Anderson. She has studied and written articles on 

moral heuristics, and the need for us to use this knowledge, and pair it with historical insights and 

develop a pragmatic method of progressive ethics. 131415 One of the major claims that she puts 

forward, drawing on philosophical notions from John Dewey16, as well as historical material, is that 

we need to realise that ethical debate and discussion in the vein of the dominant methods in 

philosophy is rather impotent when it comes to eliciting actual moral progress. In the case of the 

abolition of slavery, both in the United States and Great Britain, the effect of moral arguments on 

grounds of rationality or reason, against the holding of and trading of slaves were quite minimal, in 

so much as it did not change the minds of many people. 1718 However, we can clearly see that 

although there are still serious issues of structural and individual racism in both these countries (and 

all across the world unfortunately), some form of moral progress have occurred since the days of 

slaveholding. This change, Anderson notes, was not primarily due to ethical discussion on a 

theoretical level, but rather due to different methods that promoted sentiments and experiences of 

sympathy and understanding on an emotional level, and practical demonstrations that the enslaved 

people were not particularly different from the British or American. Given the same opportunities 

and education, they would be just as industrious and “civilized” as the white population were held to 

                                                           
13 Anderson, Elizabeth. “Moral Heuristics: Rigid Rules or Flexibel Inputs in Moral Deliberation?” Behavioral and 
Brain Sciences 28 (4) (2005): pp. 544-545 
14 Anderson, Elizabeth. "Beyond Homo Economicus: New Developments in Theories of Social 
Norms." Philosophy and Public Affairs 29 (2000): pp. 170-200 

15 Anderson, Elizabeth. "Reasons, Attitudes, and Values: Replies to Sturgeon and Piper." Ethics 106 (1996): pp. 
538-554 
16 Anderson, Elizabeth, "Dewey's Moral Philosophy", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2014 
Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/dewey-moral/ (accessed 
June 4th 2015) 
17 Anderson, Elizabeth. “Pragmatism in Ethics: Why and How.” The Burman Lectures, Umeå University (June 1-3 
2015) 

18 Anderson, Elizabeth. “Social Movements, Experiments in Living, and Moral Progress: Case Studies from 
Britain’s Abolition of Slavery.” Lindley Lecture, University of Kansas (2014) 

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0014-1704%28199604%29106%3A3%3C538%3ARAAVRT%3E2.0.CO%3B2-5
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2014/entries/dewey-moral/
http://www-personal.umich.edu/%7Eeandersn/abstracts.htm%23Lindley
http://www-personal.umich.edu/%7Eeandersn/abstracts.htm%23Lindley
http://kuscholarworks.ku.edu/handle/1808/14787
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be. This however, was a realisation that needed to be showed by experience, rather than 

theoretically argued, to illicit a change in attitude for British and Americans. 

Secondly, while we often are under the impression that we are thinking and acting in accordance 

with rationality, but in fact fails, sometimes rationality itself falls on its own sword. For example, we 

are often stuck in situations that can be equated with a so called prisoner´s dilemma, where the 

collectively rational thing to do would be to perform one type of action, but the individually rational 

thing to do is a completely different type of action. This becomes quite evident in the case of climate 

change. As Stephen Gardiner puts it: 

For the sake of ease of exposition, let us describe the prisoner’s dilemma scenario in 

terms of a paradigm case, that of overpollution. Suppose that a number of distinct 

agents are trying to decide whether or not to engage in a polluting activity and that their 

situation is characterized by the two following claims: 

(PD1) It is collectively rational to cooperate and restrict overall pollution: each agent 

prefers the outcome produced by everyone restricting his or her individual pollution over 

the outcome produced by no one doing so. 

(PD2) It is individually rational not to restrict one´s own pollution: when each agent has 

the power to decide whether or not to restrict his or her pollution, each (rationally) 

prefers not to do so, whatever the others do. 

Agents in such a situation find themselves in a paradoxical position. On the one hand, 

given (PD1), they understand that it would be better for everyone if every agent 

cooperated, but on the other hand, given (PD2) they also know they should all chose to 

defect. This is paradoxical because it implies that if individual agents act rationally in 

terms of their own interests, then they collectively undermine those interests.19 

This means that what we would like to happen, rationally, as a collective, is often in conflict with 

what we would like happen, rationally, as an individual. If we continue to subscribe to an uncritical 

account of rationality as the major component in ethical debate, it seems to imply that we are free to 

act in ways that are very bad for our planet. Unless we can guarantee total compliance with a 

collective rational scheme, and that is honestly a quite far-fetched idea, individual rationality might 

                                                           
19 Gardiner, Stephen M. “A Perfect Moral Storm.” In Gardiner, Stephen M. et al. (ed.) Climate Ethics: Essential 
Readings, Oxford, Oxford University Press (2010): pp. 88-9 
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dictate that we ought to do acts that are directly harmful to the environment. This presents us with a 

major issue, and it seems that rationality on its own will not be able to solve this problem. 

Why virtue ethics could provide a solution  

If the claim that we have an exaggerated confidence in our rational and reasoning capabilities is at all 

convincing, and especially if this is prevalent in ethics, then a major obstacle seems to stand before 

us and genuine moral practice. Because in the end, we would not only want to know what the right 

thing to do is, we would also want to do the right thing.  Therefore the rest of this paper will be 

devoted to discussing a possible solution to this obstacle, a solution that will be grounded in ideas 

prevalent in virtue ethics. As mentioned earlier, virtue ethics comes at moral questions from a 

slightly different angle than the other prevalent moral theories. Utilitarianism (and all types of 

consequentialism) gleans its right-making criteria by looking solely at the expected or actual 

consequences of an action. If an action A brought about the greatest aggregate 

happiness/welfare/preference-satisfaction, either in the world of for the acting agent, depending on 

moral theory, it was the right action to perform. On a deontological view, instead of looking at 

consequences, we should examine whether or not an agent´s actions are in accordance with some 

principle of duty and/or obligation. If my actions uphold my duties I have acted within the morally 

accepted range of actions, if not then I have failed in my moral duties. On a rights-based approach, 

the moral evaluation of an action is instead based on whether the action violates a right held by 

another agent.  

Now most virtue ethicists would not deny the moral relevance of consequences, or that duties or 

obligations could have a reasonable place in a moral discussion. Nor would they deny that people 

have a valid claim to basic human rights, and many would extend this to other species as well. 

However this is not all, or even the most fundamental part, of individual morality for virtue theorists.  

These two paragraphs from David E. Cooper and Simon P. James might be illuminating  

It is important to emphasize that, while considerations of virtue “pull together” with 

other moral features, they are not reducible to these – no more than the latter are 

reducible to the former. We take it as necessary to any account that warrants the title 

“virtue ethics” that it rejects any attempt to virtue in terms of, say, performance of duties 

or production of desirable consequences.20 

And 

                                                           
20 Cooper, David E. & James, Simon P.. “Buddhism, Virtue and Environment.” Ashgate Publishing Ltd (2004): p. 9 
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[V]irtue ethics takes as serious and central the everyday concern of people with the 

evaluation of character and motivation.  Such evaluation, it is held, is neither disjoint 

from those of actions and their results, but nor is it a function of these latter modes of 

evaluation. While not all moral concerns – with rights, say – are reducible to one with 

virtuous character, the latter concern is fundamental, not only in the sense of being 

important and serious, but of being irreducible to any other concerns.21 

Virtue ethics is thus fundamentally concerned with the attitudes, behaviour and motivation of 

individuals for their moral evaluation. The aim of virtue theory is to identify and describe the moral 

virtues, such as they are, as well as giving us an account of how we should go about acquiring them. 

Because in virtue theory there is a very strong emphasis not only on reaching knowledge about the 

virtues, but also on how to practically incorporate them in your life as well. This is why virtue ethics 

might be in an ideal position to give us solutions to the problems of rationality and reason described 

above.  

To be clear, this is not to say that other ethical positions are not concerned with actual actions, that 

claim would be obviously false. A consequentialist for example is most certainly concerned with how 

people act, because they judge the rightness of their actions on the consequences they generate. 

Likewise the deontologist would be appalled by people who would go around and performing actions 

that would clash against their moral duties. However these theories have a focus on identifying the 

principles of morality, not showing us how to actually uphold them once we have obtained 

knowledge of them. To be sure, Kant claimed that once we acquired full practical reason, our moral 

duties would appear vividly before us and we would be unable not to uphold them, but on that 

account it would be highly questionable if anyone who has ever lived has reached full practical 

rationality. So while we are waiting for that to happen, we should perhaps look elsewhere for ways 

to improve our moral capacities, both on the theoretical and practical level. 

However since, as mentioned earlier, the aim of this paper is to be as inclusive as possible regarding 

ethical positions, it is not the purpose here to convince the reader to become a wholehearted virtue 

theorist. Instead it means to show that there are valuable lessons and insights to be taken from it, 

and that adopting and cultivating certain virtues in individuals will be the best way of securing 

compliance with your ethical principles. This is particularly true for utilitarians, as we will see later; 

for example Dale Jamieson champions the notion of green virtues on utilitarian grounds.  

                                                           
21 Cooper, James. p. 9-10 
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David Hume, who by no means is counted as a virtue theorist, if anything he is regarded as the one 

who laid down the theoretical groundwork that paved the way for utilitarianism, seems to ascribe to 

this notion of the utility of virtues. He writes the following on social virtues in his “Enquiry Concerning 

the Principles of Morals”: 

[M]ay it not thence be concluded, that the utility, resulting from the social virtues, forms, 

at least, a part of their merit, and is one source of that approbation and regard so 

universally paid to them?22 

He then later adds: 

The social virtues must, therefore, be allowed to have a natural beauty and amiableness, 

which, at first, antecedent to all precept or education, recommends them to the esteem 

of uninstructed mankind, and engages their affections. And as the public utility of these 

virtues is the chief circumstance, whence they derive their merit, it follows, that the end, 

which they have a tendency to promote, must be in some way agreeable to us, and take 

hold of some natural affection.23 

While Hume’s work is often regarded as an attempt to describe the moral psychology of humans, and 

not as a treatise of normative ethics, he still clearly recognizes that we have an approbation of what 

he calls social virtues, because they seem to elicit some kind of utility, either of moral or practical 

nature. So while the cultivation of virtues might be of moral worth in and of itself, as a virtue theorist 

would claim, it also seems that they would elicit beneficial effects that would fit into a utilitarian’s 

view of the moral good.  

Even though this is an exploration of individual morality, it would be a mistake to think that it has no 

consequence for the larger issues of collective or political responsibilities, in the light of climate 

change. What we as individuals do have an effect on our collective and political attitudes, thoughts, 

acts and policies. The effect might sometimes be direct such as a single demonstrator who have 

climbed a tree and thus stopped or at least postponed its down tearing, or a determined politician 

who manages to push through a new and radical policy proposal (although that example is slightly in 

a grey zone since it involves political processes and some voter support to happen). But more often it 

is in less direct ways that our individual actions, behaviour and beliefs matter on the grander scale. 

By cultivating virtues that encompass a moral responsibility for nature, what will later be called green 

virtues, we will send signals to both our fellow citizens but also to our government and politicians 
                                                           
22 Hume, David. ”Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals.” Schneewind, Jerome B. (ed.) Hackett Publishing 
Company, Indianapolis (1983): p. 18 
23 Hume. p. 40 
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that express our moral concerns for the environment. Thus our individual acts of virtuous behaviour 

might have an inspirational or educational influence on our peers, as well as sending signals to our 

political system that we as citizens care about and prioritise environmental issues, for example the 

problems with climate change.24 That will give politicians incentive to make political decisions that 

aim to mitigate the problems of climate change. 

Aristotelian virtues 

The concept of virtue has tended to have a quite pious ring to it in modern times, often connected to 

notions like chastity, frugality and so forth. It comes with a negative connotation that threatens to 

shroud the actual ethical position put forth by proponents of virtue theories. This following 

paragraph summarizes this issue quite well: 

“There was a time- our grandparents´, perhaps- when “virtue” was still in everyday use 

without any hint of irony. Today, however, it has a distinctly antique ring to it, calling up 

images of “holier than thou” Victorian piety. It would be difficult, in 2004, to convey 

one´s admiration of a friend by calling him or her “virtuous”, for that would suggest to 

most listeners that the friend subscribed, not without self-congratulation, to such 

unfashionable values as chastity or abstinence. The traditional antonym of “virtue”, 

“vice”, sounds no less dated, except in special contexts where, for example one speaks of 

“vice rings” or the “vice squad”. People are still described, without irony, as vicious: but 

the reference, nowadays, is specifically to their spitefulness or readiness to inflict 

physical harm.”25 

However, in its original Aristotelian meaning and in how the word will be used here, virtue should be 

understood in a more liberal, pragmatic and, perhaps most importantly, practical sense.  For Aristotle 

virtues are not necessarily moral; the Greek word that he uses, arête, is often translated into virtue 

                                                           
24 For a longer and more detailed discussion on our individual responsibilities and how they might affect our 
society as a whole, see Melany Banks and Simon Caney. They both discuss how we as individuals seem to have 
different moral responsibilities depending on several factors, such as our position in society, our occupation 
and our talents and social prestige. Further they acknowledge that what we as individuals do, that is actions we 
perform, our behaviour and expressed attitudes, will have an effect on people around us. It will also have some 
effect on our political and social norms. Banks and Caney put forward views that are quite compatible and 
often in agreement with each other, however the main difference between them is that Banks puts a heavier 
emphasis on the notion of individual responsibilities as being of a collective nature.  
Banks, Melany. ”Individual Responsibility for Climate Change.” The Southern Journal of Philosophy 51, no. 1 
(2013): pp. 42-66 
Caney, Simon. ”Two Kinds of Climate Justice: Avoiding Harm and Sharing Burden.” Journal of Political 
Philosophy 22, no. 2 (2014): pp. 125-49 

25 Cooper, James. p. 6 
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but could also mean something akin to excellence. Thus it is possible to talk about a virtuous 

carpenter, and by that be meaning something along the lines of: a person that possess the 

theoretical and practical wisdom and experience to make good, usable, durable and beautiful objects 

and/or buildings in wood, as efficient as possible without any unnecessary waste. Or when we refer 

to a teacher as being virtuous (in his or her role as an educator) we mean that the person is excelling 

in bestowing knowledge on to other people. The concept of virtue should therefore in this sense be 

understood as excellence in a certain role or subject. Thus it would in a sense not be strange for 

Aristotle to label a very competent thief as virtuous (as a thief), since that persons epitomizes the 

qualities that makes an excellent thief. However, the virtuous thief is by no means necessarily a 

morally virtuous person. That is instead dependent on whether a person possesses moral virtues or 

not. 

It is the moral virtues we are interested in as ethicists, and these virtues will of course be 

characterized by ethically excellent behaviour. For a very good one-sentence definition of what a 

moral virtue is, lets us look to Julia Driver who says: “a moral virtue is a character trait that 

systematically produces or gives rise to the good.”26 However, we still need to an answer to what 

these character traits are, how we can develop them, so that we can understand and promote the 

good. 

For Aristotle the moral virtues could be understood in relation to the doctrine of the mean. The 

virtuous person has acquired the wisdom, knowledge and experience to always act in accordance 

with this principle in any given situation. The doctrine of the mean is often understood as saying that 

the virtuous action is always a moderate one, the mean between two extreme opposites. In one 

sense this interpretation is true, because the virtuous action is found between excess and 

deficiency.27 However this does not mean that the virtuous action to make is always an act of 

moderation. If you come across a person beating up another person, the virtuous thing to do would 

be to do something about it, and not to cowardly run away from the situation or just stand and 

watch physical abuse happen before your eyes and doing nothing. Exactly what the virtuous thing to 

do in this situation might be would be relative to several factors, such as the number of persons 

committing the assault, your own physical size, strength and proficiency in self-defence. If there was 

several people engaged in the beating, and/or if the assailant/s were carrying weapons, a direct 

involvement would perhaps not be advisable or morally virtuous. Nevertheless the virtuous person 

would do something, such as calling the police or trying to rally more people to help chase the 

assailants away. However, sometimes, perhaps there is nobody else around and there is a distinct 

                                                           
26 Driver, Anna. “Uneasy Virtue.” New York (2001): p. 108 
27 Aristotle, p. 31 
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possibility that you could overpower or scare away the aggressor, the virtuous thing to do would be 

to engage in some way.   To engage in that kind of situation would perhaps not be regarded as a 

moderate act; it would involve direct action as well as a possible risk to your own safety. However it 

would be regarded as moderate or middle way kind of action, if we oppose it the extremes, such as 

walking away and doing nothing, or as taking vengeful retributive action on the assailant, instead of 

just making sure the victim is relived from the beating. If we instead would have a case were the 

assailants were many or reasonable deemed very dangerous, it wold also be an extreme action, and 

thus not virtuous, to engage them. In that case you would have displayed recklessness and rashness 

not compatible with the doctrine of the mean. 

Acquiring wisdom and experience enough to understand and be able to act according to the doctrine 

is very difficult, and requires practice, to make it a habit. Aristotle writes: 

Virtue, then, is a habit or trained faculty of choice, the characteristic of which lies in 

moderation or observance of the mean relatively to the persons concerned, as 

determined by reason, i.e., by the reason of by which the prudent man would determine 

it. And it is a moderation, firstly, inasmuch as it comes in the middle or mean between 

two vices, one on the side of excess, the other on the side of defect; and, secondly, 

inasmuch as, while these vices fall short or exceed the due measure in feeling and in 

action, it finds and chooses the mean, middling, or moderate amount. Regarded in its 

essence, therefore, or according to the definition of its nature, virtue is a moderation or 

middle state, but viewed in its relation to what is best and right it is the extreme of 

perfection.28 

As we can see Aristotle stresses the point that we need to practice the moral virtues for us to acquire 

them. It is also important to emphasize that the practice involves several components. First of all 

there is an element of routine or habit, we just need to do certain things in a repeated fashion until it 

becomes a reflex or natural way for as to behave. Secondly there is a clear component of emotion or 

attitude, the practice need to elicit certain states of mind or fundamental sentiments that is then 

embedded in your character, which will help to guide you in doing the right choice. Lastly we have 

the notion of reason, or practical wisdom, as Aristotle puts it, a knowledge of the world and of the 

moral virtues acquired from experience (as well as intellectual contemplation) that helps you pick out 

the relevant moral features in a given situation. It then points you, in conjunction with the other two 

elements, to the right, or virtuous, course of action.  

                                                           
28 Aristotle. ”Nicomachean Ethics.” Peters, F. H. (trans.), Barnes & Noble, New York (2004): p. 31 
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Green virtues 

There has already been a slight environmental focus in the discussions about virtue above, even 

though they have still been grounded in more general notions of the role of virtue in morality. 

However in light of the increased awareness of climate change and the ethical problems it put before 

us, there have been for the last couple of decades an increased interest in applying virtue theory into 

the discussion. Not all philosophers that have explored this possibility necessarily classify themselves 

as virtue theorists (although obviously several of them are), quite a few of them ascribe to some 

version of utilitarianism or consequentialism, while others seem to come from a rights based 

tradition. Still there seems to be a thriving conception that virtue ethics could be beneficiary to the 

ethical debate in a major way. One of the foremost reasons for this that will be put forward here is 

that by employing virtue theory we will approach the issue from a slightly different angle, both 

theoretically and practically, that lends itself better to the problems at hand. The idea is that other 

ethical approaches (that is non-virtue based) have the wrong focus or fail to adequately grasp some 

of the theoretical and/or practical complexities of climate change. As Jamieson writes: 

I believe that our dominant value system is inadequate and inappropriate for guiding our 

thinking about global environmental problems, such as those entailed by climate 

changes caused by human activity. This value system, as it impinges on the environment, 

can be thought of as a relatively recent construction, coincident with the rise of 

capitalism and modern science. […] It evolved in low-population-density and low 

technology societies, with seemingly unlimited access to land and resources. This value 

system is reflected in attitudes toward population, consumption, technology, and social 

justice, as well as towards the environment.29 

This post-enlightenment, capitalist and neo-liberal value system that Jamieson describes, and 

opposes, is according to him a dominant factor that stands in the way of solving the problems of 

climate change. It celebrates consumption and assumes ever increasing economic growth, with a 

blatant disregard of the effects this have on our planet. And since this is the predominant and 

underlying ideological conception in our society (almost regardless of the current governmental 

party) it will affect almost everything that is done in a society, from large political reforms to 

individual actions. It manifests itself in commercials that asks us to buy a relentless stream of new 

products and to keep up with the rapidly changing trends in fashion, electronics and eating habits, in 

large corporations that outsource their production to countries where the wage costs are 

preposterously low and in lobby groups that pour ridiculous amounts of money into campaigns to 
                                                           
29 Jamieson, p. 83 
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stop legislation that raises taxes on oil, gas or coal. Within this framework most things you as an 

individual are encouraged to do and value are in one sense or another contributing to raise emissions 

of carbon or other greenhouse gases that exacerbate the problem of climate change. 

The notion of green virtues is meant to work as a counterweight or antidote to this inherent value 

system generated by the total emersion of these ideas (such as the belief in the necessity of 

economic growth and in a capitalist market) in our current social and political culture. It asks us to 

return to the notion of virtue and apply it to our current situation, and filter it through the lens of 

climate change. There are certain features inherent in the problem of climate change that we seldom 

find in other moral issues, or at least they are much less prominent. As the world have modernized 

and been industrialized our capacity to produce material goods, to travel and to engage in trade have 

increased exponentially. This has the effect that most of our everyday actions and behaviour (if we 

live in a modernized society) have a quite substantial causal reach.30 The moral scope of people´s 

everyday actions has been substantially widened over the last hundred years, and especially the last 

fifty years or so. When you drive your car or buy clothes imported from the other side of the world 

you will contribute to the release of carbon and other greenhouse gases in the air, which in a series 

of complex processes will in some way exacerbate the progress of climate change. This will 

undoubtedly be a causal contribution, however small it might seem, to potentially disastrous 

consequences all over the globe, and the effect will probably be carried into the future, impacting 

future generations. This type of complex causal chain was not something that was a relevant moral 

feature in morality of everyday actions a few centuries ago. The moral impact of your actions was 

then most often quite direct and foreseeable. These features makes this ethical issue much more 

difficult to cope with if we only apply to the ethical and ideological principles now prevalent in our 

society. They are just not able to cope with the changing factual situation of climate change. This is 

true of all traditional moral views, including that of virtue theory, which all developed in a pre-

climate change context.  The claim that Jamieson and others then makes, is that we need to update 

our concept of virtues, in order to adapt new moral behaviour adequate for the new conditions we 

now find ourselves in. 

By reflecting on our own lives and the consequences of our own actions, we should ask ourselves by 

which values we want to live. Since it seems apparent that “business as usual” will lead to 

consequences of an ethically unacceptable kind, we ought to conclude that a change in behaviour is 

                                                           
30 This notion of causal reach is not found explicit in any of the texts referenced to in this paper; however it 
seems to feature implicitly in many of them, especially in Dale Jamieson. It is also from him that the concept is 
gleaned; he uses it to describe some of the particular ethical issues of climate change ethics in the philosophical 
podcast Philosophy Bites, made by David Edmunds and Nigel Warburton. The relevant episode can be found 
here: http://philosophybites.com/2013/06/dale-jamieson-on-green-virtues.html (accessed May 12th 2015) 

http://philosophybites.com/2013/06/dale-jamieson-on-green-virtues.html
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in order. However, as we have now seen, the step from reaching a conclusion to adopt a new ethical 

principle, to actually implementing it in practice is often more difficult than we would like to believe. 

Therefore we are presented with a set of green virtues that we are encouraged to try and cultivate 

and make habits of. Jamieson continues and says the following: 

Some may think that discussion about new values is idealistic. Human nature cannot be 

changed, it is sometimes said. But as anyone who takes anthropology or history seriously 

knows, our current values are at least in part historically constructed, rooted in the 

conditions of life in which they developed. What we need is new values that reflect the 

interconnectedness of life on a dense, high-technology planet.31 

By changing our values and adopting new habits, or virtues we can then contribute to changing the 

more general value system prevalent in the world today, and thus for our part promote ideas, 

attitudes and behaviour, aimed at creating a new moral and political framework more suitable to the 

situation and context we are now living in. And climate change is one major component of the 

current ethical landscape. By changing our behaviour and attitudes so that they are more aligned 

with our current moral context, we will not only perform morally better ourselves, we will also help 

show the political system that there is an increasing amount of people who put a priority on 

environmental issues. This will help politicians to feel that they have a real mandate to push policies 

and legislature that aim to target climate change. 

As previously mentioned, Jamieson argues for the cultivation of these green virtues on an utilitarian 

ground, claiming that adopting these virtues will generate better outcomes, that is maximization of 

the good, than adhering to an utilitarian decision making process. We should give up moral 

calculation in a utilitarian fashion, and instead focus on a non-calculative generator of behaviour, 

meaning character traits, emotions, dispositions, habits and attitudes, all of which Jamieson includes 

under the general umbrella of virtues.32 This is preferable from a utilitarian perspective because it 

will eliminate the process of constantly having to make time-consuming and often impossible 

complex calculations regarding which possible action would be maximizing the good, and thus in the 

long run produce more good in the world. The proposition is then, that the utilitarian should 

abandon direct utility-calculation and become an indirect utilitarian who promotes green virtues, on 

the grounds that it would, on the whole, give rise to more of the good. 

                                                           
31 Jamieson, p. 84 
32 Jamieson, Dale. “When Utilitarians Should be Virtue Theorists.” In Gardiner, Stephen M. et al. (ed.) Climate 
Ethics: Essential Readings, Oxford, Oxford University Press (2010): p.318 
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On the list of green virtues we find temperance, a virtue already found in Aristotle. In the context of 

climate change this will mean an adoption of moderate consumption habits and steering away from 

behaviour that is bad for the climate, such as traveling by plane, driving cars for fun and so forth.33 

The temperate person is then someone who consumes with moderation and reuses things, such as 

clothes and other objects instead of always buying new tings to replace the things that are worn, 

broken or that just have become old and boring. We also find the virtue of mindfulness, which might 

come with some spiritual connotations, but should be understood as an increased awareness of the 

far reaching consequences of your actions. Most actions that you do and most things that you 

purchase will have a history of origin before it entered in your life, and quite often a history after you 

are done with it. The mindful person is then someone who is aware of the origins of the things 

consumed, but also the effects it will have on the environment. For example you stand in the store 

and try to decide between two pair of pants. You know that one pair was imported from a nearby 

country and therefore conclude that this is the most environmentally friendly choice, since it would 

have had to travel a shorter distance. This might also be true, however, even though the other pair 

travelled a farther distance, it was shipped by boat, unlike the pair you were about to choose, which 

was transported on a truck. And trucks are generally much worse for the environment that freight 

ships, because they emit more carbon into the atmosphere. Thus the mindful person would have 

learned to acquire his type of information, so that more informed decisions could be made. This 

mindful attitude would not only be concerned with the things that you consume, but would also 

other aspects of your life. So if you have cultivated this virtue you will be acting in ways as to acquire 

knowledge about the climate impact of the groceries and clothes you buy, but also the climate 

policies of your workplace, landlord or political party you will vote for. This is a very important virtue 

because it will alert us to many of the casual or unthinking actions we do, that nevertheless have 

negative effects on the climate.34 A third virtue is one that Jamieson calls respect for nature, which 

should be understood as an attitude or stance that we take towards nature. This stance involves us 

having sentiments of value for our surrounding environment that make us want to protect it. The 

person who has acquired this virtue then, would not engage in activities that would be obviously 

damaging to the environment or surrounding nature. Even though these activities might be believed 

to be enjoyable or carry with them some other value, such as financial gain or increased social 

prestige.   

 

                                                           
33 Jamieson, p. 325 
34 Jamieson, pp. 181-2 
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Ethics as a practical discipline  

One of the primary components for being ethical person is to contemplate and reason about what 

you ought to do. This is a crucial part in an ethical life, the activity and ability to reflect on and discern 

what you think is the ethically correct way of action. However, there is more to a morally satisfying 

life than this. It is just as much about actually doing the things you ought to do. Hence it is not 

exclusively a theoretical discipline; it is fundamentally a practical one as well. And for anyone to be 

good at practical things they will need to practice, by doing them over and over again and develop 

their proficiency. Just as the teacher needs to practice teaching (as well as having knowledge of the 

subject being taught), or the dancer practice dancing to be good at what they do, so must the ethical 

person practice the applied side of morality, by doing moral actions. For Aristotle this was obviously 

true, as he claimed that moral excellence was a result of habit or custom. Further he says this: 

[I]t is plain that none of the moral excellences or virtues is implanted in us by nature; for 

that which is by nature cannot be altered by training. For instance a stone naturally 

tends to fall downwards and you could not train it to rise upwards, though you tried to 

do so by throwing it up ten thousand times, nor could you train fire to move downwards, 

nor accustom anything which naturally behaves in one way to behave in any other way. 

The virtues, then, come neither by nature nor against nature, but nature gives the 

capacity for acquiring them, and this is developed by training.35 

By practicing, and thus cultivating appropriate moral behaviour, we develop the right kind of 

emotional states and attitudes, which will alter our psychological and emotional disposition as to 

make us continue to do the right kind of action in the future. More specifically he explains that moral 

virtue is dependent on practical wisdom, which as we have seen is to be understood as a 

combination of reason and experience only achieved by actual training and cultivation. For Aristotle, 

if this training is done properly, the practical moral wisdom and habit acquired will cut across every 

situation or context the person might be faced with. So that in every circumstance the morally 

virtuous person is presented with an ethical problem, that person will not only know what would be 

the morally right thing to do, but will also do that morally right action. This dependable process of 

both recognising and doing the morally appropriate action is thus made possible by the practical 

wisdom, habits and attitudes acquired through moral practice. Now this view could reasonably seem 

overly optimistic about the capacity of humans to become perfect ethical beings by moral practice. 

The notion of a person that will act absolutely correct from a moral perspective in every situation 

might be theoretically conceivable, however, seems highly implausible that such a person could ever 
                                                           
35 Aristotle, p. 23 
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exist. Nevertheless, we need not discard the thought of moral practice and cultivation unhelpful just 

because we do not believe that it will generate ideal or perfect moral persons. It might not produce 

moral perfection, but if it will give rise to moral improvement it still seems be a fruitful idea. If we are 

to choose between two moral practices where one gives rise to more morally commendable 

behaviour than the other, ceteris paribus we would want to choose the former, even though it does 

not give rise to perfect moral behaviour.  

An accusation that often are levelled at philosophers, quite possibly justifiably, is that they spend too 

much time theorizing alone, or within a close circle of colleagues and peers, about what people 

ought and ought not to do. However, when push comes to shove, they do very little of practical 

moral nature. It is all well and good to have established well thought through theories and principles, 

nevertheless, if no one applies them and actually acts in accordance with them, not even their 

originators, one can question the purpose and good of these principles. This kind of critique might be 

a bit overstated, especially if you claim that discussing the finer points of morality is of no use at all, 

unless tangible action springs from it. The case could most definitely be made that there is value in 

knowledge and the search for truth and coherence of thought, in and of itself. It also have been 

made by many philosophers, among them Aristotle who claims the best and most worthwhile life, 

and thus the most virtuous, is that of intellectual enquiry and search for wisdom.36 Furthermore the 

effects of philosophical discussions and ideas are often far less direct and obvious, and often have an 

incubation time of decades or even centuries. Ideas put forward by John Stuart Mill and Adam Smith 

two centuries ago, while not necessarily popular or immediately accepted then, are now part of the 

backbone of western ideology. Whether we agree with them or not, it is impossible to not see the 

influence of their ideas in modern society, with its underlying adherence to both liberalism and 

market capitalism. So to say that philosophical debate, even if it might be somewhat isolated from 

the public and technical, or not seem to elicit any practical reaction when reaching the public, is of no 

value for society might be an overstatement. Nonetheless there appears to be some valid point in 

the critique as well.  

First of all there seem to be an almost inherent complacency in philosophy, especially in its 

contemporary academic form, which promotes a very introverted and technical form of debate. This 

is true in most philosophical subjects, however since this paper deals with ethical questions, the 

discussion and following critique will target ethical discourse in academia. For even though, as we 

have seen, it is quite possible to defend intellectual discourse only on the basis of its inherent value, 

springing from truth-seeking, rational debate and love of knowledge, this does not seem to be 

                                                           
36 Aristotle, pp. 216-7 
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enough when we come to a subject such as ethics. While ethics on a fundamental level  is about 

asking questions about right and wrong (or the possibility of, and identification of right and wrong), it 

is just as much about how we ought to live and how we should act and relate to our surroundings. 

However, if the ethical debate usually is getting stuck on a theoretical level, only asking questions 

about, and debating the ethical principles we should uphold, but not how to practically implement 

them, a crucial part seems to be missing.  

Now this might not be true of all philosophers, Peter Singer is a good example of a philosopher that 

not only engages in rigorous academic and intellectual work, but who also engages with the ethical 

questions he explores on a more practical level. As a committed utilitarian it is unsurprising that he 

has written extensively on the matter of effective altruism, which is the idea that you should 

maximize the effect of your good deeds or donations to charity, by being aware of where the money 

goes and what investments and project are most effective. For example investments in mosquito 

nets are a very cheap and highly effective way of preventing malaria, and projects to sanitize old, or 

provide new, sources of water is also highly cost effective when it comes to saving lives. He has also 

founded an organisation to promote this idea of effective altruism, to help people who want use 

their resources more effectively, which is called The Life You Can Save.37 And despite being a 

steadfast utilitarian (and not a virtue theorist in any sense), he would most probably enthusiastically 

support the cultivation of green virtues, such as Jamison’s proposed mindfulness.  This virtue makes 

people more aware of the consequences of their actions and thus, paired with an ethically sound set 

of moral convictions and principles, and a motivation to act accordingly, should improve the ability of 

people to engage in effective altruism, or makes them do other acts that in some way promote global 

welfare. At the very least it should make people minimize their direct harmful and morally corrupt 

behaviour. As Jamieson argues (remember, he is not a committed virtue theorist himself), utilitarians 

should embrace these virtues since they seem to promote good moral consequences.  

Despite the positive counter-example of Peter Singer, philosophical debate in ethics tends to stay 

within the confines of the academic world. And while, as previously stated, this kind of intellectual 

debate is not without its own merits, and perhaps even necessary for ethical progression, it only tells 

one side of the story of actual ethical practice. We also need to find ways to adhere to our own moral 

principles, and the proposed solution borrowed from virtue theory is to do this by practice and 

cultivation of morally suitable behaviour, attitudes and habits. That is, as we saw before, character 

traits and attitudes that promotes behaviour that gives rise to the morally good. The next section will 

                                                           
37 http://www.thelifeyoucansave.org/About-Us (accessed May 18th 2015) 

http://www.thelifeyoucansave.org/About-Us
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try to frame this idea in a way that lends itself to virtue theorists and non-virtue theorists alike, by 

introducing the notion of moral muscle memory. 

Moral muscle memory 

The concept of moral muscle memory is supposed to be seen as a way of framing the ideas gleaned 

from virtue ethics discussed earlier in this paper in a way that would be seen as both appealing and 

plausible from a variety of ethical positions,  and not only by virtue theorists themselves. The term 

moral muscle memory might at first glance sound a bit peculiar. Muscle memory is an informal term 

for when our body have done a certain motion, often in a specific circumstance; so many times that 

it comes automatically, or as some might put it, naturally. We learn to ride a bicycle, and while it is 

difficult at first, once we know how to do it, by practice, we never forget how to do it (barring some 

serious neural injury or mental illness). The practice have altered the neural structure in our bodies 

and made new and permanent pathways for our brain to send signals to our muscles, which makes 

the practiced motions easier to perform. Now this is of course an oversimplification of a very 

complex process happening in our body, but this is not a paper in either neuroscience or bio-

mechanics, and this simplified version will suffice for the present purposes. That purpose being to 

use the term in an analogous way in an ethical argumentation. 

Therefore moral muscle memory is to be understood in a partly figurative way, as an allegory for how 

the cultivation of our virtuous (or more generally put, morally good) behaviour is achieved. As the 

conventional term of muscle memory suggests, we are creatures of habit, and this propensity in the 

human disposition is something we might be able to harness to cultivate ourselves into persons that 

perform more ethical actions. We can do this by practicing, by performing ethical actions and 

learning to develop appropriate attitudes and behaviours. If we believe that compassion would be a 

character trait, or virtue, that would be appropriate for us to possess, then it would not be enough to 

only reach that conclusion. We would also need to learn, or develop, this character trait within us. 

The proposition inherent in the concept of moral muscle memory is that this would be possible by 

ethical practice. The story of how you would learn that particular character trait could look 

something like this. By committing yourself to think compassionate thoughts and do acts of 

compassion every day, thus reinforcing this positive habit, you will incorporate both the action of 

giving as well as the emotion and attitudes that would follow in your everyday life.  You could give a 

few coins to the beggar outside the supermarket, or barring that strike up a conversation and 

acknowledge him or her as a person, instead of just rushing past, with a flash of guilt and perhaps a 

flare of irritation flashing through your mind. Just as with other types of practice, it will not be an 

immediate change, but the reinforcing of these chosen attitudes and habits will slowly make them a 
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part of your character. By first deciding on what kind of values and what kind of behaviour, character 

traits and virtues you would like to possess, and then committing yourself to practice, as you would 

do when you would like to learn any other skill, such as playing an instrument, you can step by step 

shape yourself and your character into a better moral being. Finally this paper will turn to some 

practical examples of how the lessons learned from virtue theory and the concept of moral muscle 

memory could be applied in order to make ourselves morally better people in the ethically harsh light 

of climate change. 

Practical examples of green virtues 

The following two examples will be an attempt to illustrate how learning and practicing green virtues 

could manifest itself in everyday life. They are also meant to demonstrate how the practice of green 

virtues (and other more general virtues as well) deal with issues of everyday morality better than 

other possible solutions. The examples are therefore meant as an indicator of how this process 

could, and ought, to work when successfully achieved.  

The first example will feature the everyday activity of grocery shopping. Most people in the world are 

not self-sufficient farmers, so they will have to engage in this activity on a regular basis. And most 

people are, and should be, aware that the products they can buy in the stores have different origins, 

and depending on a multitude of factors their climate impact (as well as other impacts of ethical 

importance, such as workers’ rights and child labour) could be vastly different. This awareness is 

already a rudimentary version of the virtue of mindfulness discussed before. So let us see how we 

could and should expand on that virtue and cultivate it further. Since we are often aware of this 

general fact, but less often aware of the exact things we ought to avoid buying or should want to 

purchase when we go to the store we still have a few steps left until we actually have adopted a 

morally preferable behaviour.  For even when we do know that we should, let’s say, buy locally 

grown fruits and vegetables, as well as eggs and dairy products, it is not always easy to remember to 

make that conscious decision every time you are in a store, especially when you are in a hurry. 

Additionally, these products are often considerably more expensive than their less ethical 

counterparts, which might provoke you to avoid buying them, and rationalize for yourself an excuse, 

even though you actually have the financial means to buy the more expensive but environmentally 

friendly products. This is often the case even when you, on the basis of your own accepted moral 

principles, actually believe that it is morally right thing to buy these more expensive products.   

Let us apply the concept of moral muscle memory on this situation, and decide to practice virtuous 

grocery shopping. First we need to do some genuine research to find out what kinds of products or 
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ingredients to avoid (or conversely look for). This will of course be in part a practice in, as well as an 

actual performance of the virtue of mindfulness. Now, it will probably be easier to learn the habit of 

avoiding one or a few things at a time, so let us imagine that we have concluded that we should 

avoid products with palm oil in them, and adopt the habit of only buying local and organic eggs. So 

from now on, that means that you will commit to always look at the labelling and if the box of 

biscuits you want to buy includes palm oil, you will put it back on the shelf. It also means committing 

yourself to always choosing the local and organic eggs, without looking at the price, or at least 

without making any exceptions due to the price difference. It will take a few times when you really 

will have to make a conscious effort to make these choices, but after a while it will become a habit 

and you will no longer have to make these deliberate decisions. You have thusly developed your 

moral muscle memory, so that you will by habit do these acts. Assuming these are habits that actually 

give rise to behaviour that are morally good, one could say that you now live a morally better life. 

And if you feel that there are more habits you ought to cultivate, you just have to repeat the process 

again, and developing additional new green habits, perhaps by cutting down on your meat 

consumption. 

The second example will instead be concerned with the choice of recreational activities. It is a 

reworking and expansion of an example previously put forward by Dale Jamieson.38 If you truly wish 

to develop green virtues this should also affect the way you think about what you do on your spare 

time. This example will at least feature two of the aforementioned green virtues, namely mindfulness 

and respect for nature. Let us say that you have Sunday afternoon ahead of you and you wish to do 

something enjoyable. Let us also to make the first part of this example rather simple and assume that 

you only have two viable options before you. Either you go out into the forest with a friend for some 

mushroom-picking, or you borrow your neighbour’s dirt bikes and race each other along the 

pathways in the same forest. Assume that we can say that you would prefer both of these activities 

equally much. In that case the negative effects on the environment of needlessly driving around on 

dirt bikes (ripping up the forest, disturbing the wildlife and perhaps most importantly in the 

perspective of climate change, releasing carbon) should point you in the direction of choosing the 

first alternative. However, assume that you would actually prefer to ride the dirt bikes, but still 

thought that being environmentally friendly was important. So from an ethical point of view, you 

would want to perform environmentally friendly actions, however, you find dirt bike-racing to be a 

highly enjoyable activity. Then you might want to learn to enjoy less destructive activities. Perhaps 

you could do this by buying an ordinary bike and try to cultivate a love for that type of forest activity. 
                                                           
38 This is an adaptation of an example put forward by Dale Jamieson in the aforementioned episode of the 
philosophical podcast Philosophy Bites: http://philosophybites.com/2013/06/dale-jamieson-on-green-
virtues.html (accessed May 12th 2015)  

http://philosophybites.com/2013/06/dale-jamieson-on-green-virtues.html
http://philosophybites.com/2013/06/dale-jamieson-on-green-virtues.html
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Or try to develop completely different hobbies or recreational interests that do not involve activities 

that are harmful for the environment. The main point of this example is that once you have reached 

the conclusion that you should try to adopt and develop green virtues; this could, and should apply to 

every part of your life. If you already have developed preferences for activities that are 

environmentally dubious, you could try to cultivate new preferences and habits, which do not 

contribute to unnecessary emissions of greenhouse gases. And even if you do not have obviously bad 

preferences or habits, you could try to reinforce the positive habits you already have, or try to 

develop ones that are directly positive for the environment, if at all possible. 

Summary and conclusion 

To summarize, this paper have claimed that global climate change is a real and serious ethical issue 

that we all should be concerned about. Furthermore it is obvious that we need to make serious 

changes, both on a political and individual level, if we are to meet this challenge and be able to 

mitigate and reverse the effect enough to prevent truly catastrophic consequences for us and future 

generations. However there is a serious problem that stands in the way of us solving this issue, that 

are due to our overstated confidence in our capacity for reason and rationality, in ethical debate, but 

more crucially in our processes of decision-making and in our daily practical life. This in combination 

with a problem, that of the current overarching value system of capitalism and consumerism, poses a 

great hurdle for us to bypass if we want to be truly ethical persons, and meet the problems of 

climate change. However this problem of the inadequacy of reason and rationality could perhaps be 

overridden by adopting ideas from virtue ethics, which puts emphasis on the development of 

character traits and habits that give rise to the morally good, as a key part in practical morality. These 

general notions from virtue theory have been adopted by modern climate change ethicists, who have 

reworked them into a system of green virtues, intended to help us cope with the new ethical 

complexities presented to us by climate change. We should therefore strive to cultivate green virtues 

such as temperance and moderation, by practicing and making them into habits and parts of our 

attitudes and behaviour. By developing our moral muscle memory we can learn to be more 

environmentally aware when we shop for groceries, or when we choose our recreational activities 

and thus come closer to be more practically ethical persons in a world under threat from the 

potentially disastrous effects of continued climate change.  
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