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Abstract. To lead an environmentally virtuous life requires information – about morality, environmental issues, the impacts of our actions and commitments, our options for alternatives, and so on. On the other hand, we are finite beings with limited time and resources. We cannot feasibly investigate all of our options, and all environmental issues (let alone moral issues, more broadly). In this paper I attempt to provide initial steps towards addressing the epistemic demands of environmental virtue. In the first half of the paper I provide rules of thumb with respect to (i) how to prioritize our investigations into various issues, and (ii) what kinds of information we should seek with respect to these issues, and the levels of epistemic justification we ought to attain. In the second half of the paper, I turn to a modified virtue ethics, appealing to the attitudes of virtuous ideal observers to provide characterizations of morally justified and morally non-culpable actions. I then apply these latter concepts in assessing agents, their actions and projects (with respect to environmental virtue), in light of their investigative efforts, and given their particular circumstances.
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I Introduction

To be a good person, and to behave rightly, requires being informed. Of course merely having a mass of information does not guarantee good character or behavior – one can possess a great deal of information while being largely morally corrupt. But it does seem a necessary condition. For example, to avoid developing greed (or acting in a greedy fashion), we need to have some sense of the value of various material goods, and of the costs of obtaining them. What are the environmental impacts of the manufacture of the goods? Have we trapped ourselves in a job and way of life that we regret, simply in order to be able to afford a large house and similar goods? We need an awareness of the costs and benefits of alternative uses of our time and money. 

More broadly, to be a good friend will require information about our friends (their needs, their strengths, their foibles, etc.), to be a good environmental citizen will require information concerning the environmental impacts (both positive and negative) of various activities in which we might participate, and so on. In particular, to be a good environmental citizen will likely be especially demanding epistemically, given the wide range and complexity of issues at stake; we will often need to be informed about work from a range of sciences (and other disciplines), even if in popularized, accessible forms. As such, to be good agents we should spend at least some of our time investigating and acquiring morally relevant information. This could include information about major problems facing humanity (including ongoing poverty and hunger, loss of species and habitat, and global climate change), local issues affecting our communities, the labor and environmental practices of companies for whom we work, or whose goods and services we purchase, charitable groups that we can help with time or money, the extent and nature of our own talents, and so on. Sources for such information could vary – from the websites of various environmental groups, to media reports, to one’s own fieldwork, to introspection (to know oneself), to books on relevant topics, to lectures or discussions with others, and so on.

On the other hand, to demand a high level of investigation with respect to every decision we make would seem infeasible. It is not viable for us to read every report released by every environmental organization, even if each could provide us with valuable, relevant information about a host of important issues. Similarly, investigating thoroughly the origins and impacts of every individual food item we purchase, or every alternative action we could perform, while in some ways desirable, is not a plausible option for us. If such standards of information–gathering were treated as necessary for agents to be minimally virtuous, we would likely never act as we continually attempt to become better-informed, thoroughly assessing various goods, options, etc. 

In this paper I attempt to take some initial steps towards clarifying the epistemic demands of environmental virtue by considering a set of related questions:

1) What would constitute an appropriate level of investigation or information-gathering for an agent to pursue in order to act in a minimally virtuous, non-culpable fashion? How should we prioritize issues for investigation?

2) What kind of information should we pursue, and what degrees of evidence should we seek with respect to this information?

3) How should we balance these epistemic demands with other our other projects and commitments?

It is implausible to think that there will be a simple rule that can tell us how frequently and in-depth we must investigate our uses of time, effort, and money – and how to balance this with our other commitments. Much will depend on our individual circumstances, the importance of the decision, the difficulty of investigating, the demandingness of our other projects, and so on. What can plausibly be provided are (i) rough guidelines or rules of thumb, and (ii) standards towards which we can strive, even if we lack simple rules to achieve them. In the first half of this paper I present initial rules of thumb with respect to how we should prioritize our investigations, the kinds of information we ought to seek, and the levels of epistemic justification that ought to attach to such information.

In the second half of the paper I propose a set of standards that appeal to the attitudes of fully-informed, virtuous observers towards the character and actions (including information-gathering) of agents. In particular, I will present accounts of morally justified and morally non-culpable actions, and consider how virtuous ideal observers might come to make such assessments, and how these concepts can help us in properly assessing agents with respect to virtuous (or vicious) environmental behaviours. The use of such concepts, as characterized by the proposed modified virtue ethics, allows us to capture our sense that a plausible account of the epistemic demands of environmental virtue must be sensitive to human agents as finite beings, with multiple commitments, limited time and resources, and with each facing distinct circumstances, with varying personal abilities and interests. 

II Priorities for Information-Gathering

Aristotle draws attention to the possibility of culpable ignorance, though he does not provide extensive guidance as to what qualifies as such:

They (legislators) also impose corrective treatment on someone who [does a vicious action] in ignorance of some provision of law that he is required to know and that is not hard [to know]. And they impose it in other cases likewise for any other ignorance that seems to be caused by the agent’s inattention; they assume it is up to him not to be ignorant, since he controls whether he pays attention.

But presumably his character makes him inattentive. Still, he is himself responsible for having this character, by living carelessly (Aristotle 1985, 1113b35-1114a5)

We might expect matters to be still more complicated now, given our much greater – and easier - access to information about the world, let alone our local polis. Beyond this, the issues we face are changing, and often becoming more complex due to our more extensive global interactions, and changing technologies. There is a growing recognition that we must take into account environmental harms of various kinds (whether these be understood in anthropocentric on non-anthropocentric terms); we need to pay attention to a wider range of moral issues. In more contemporary work, Ronald Milo has explored what he refers to as “moral negligence”:

In cases of moral negligence the agent fails to realize, when he should and could, that his act violates his own moral principles. (Milo 1984, 113)

We will here treat “culpable ignorance” and “moral negligence” as capturing the same phenomenon (as does Milo). 

In paradigmatic cases of culpable ignorance, we perform morally wrong actions out of ignorance. For example, a person may toss leftover paint into a sewer storm drain out of a lack of awareness of relevant local laws, and of the environmental impacts of such actions. But culpable ignorance can also manifest itself in cases where we perform actions that seem morally acceptable in themselves, but where we neglect what we ought to do. For example, suppose Claire sits drinking her (fairtrade, organic, shade-grown) coffee. In itself this seems morally acceptable. But suppose that she also noticed what looked like thick smoke coming out of her neighbor’s home, but fails to investigate, and so fails to become aware of a fire, and also fails to warn and aid her neighbors. She seems culpably ignorant, and fails to do what she should (e.g., investigating and then acting benevolently to aid her neighbors), even though her drinking of coffee does not in itself seem morally wrong. 

More broadly, we need to address the question of what standard of investigation and information-gathering must be met in order to be morally justified in our actions, and to avoid culpable forms of ignorance. A plausible starting point here can be drawn from recent, insightful work by Kathie Jenni on vices of inattention. Jenni focuses on instances where we have indications that violations of our moral values are occurring. She suggests (as a “tentative answer”) that

We need to attend (at least) to seeming violations of our moral values in which we are personally implicated, which we have some power to affect, and to which we have been directed by indications that something is amiss. (Jenni 2003, 289)

Still, Jenni worries about situations where an individual can feel overwhelmed by the scope of the suffering and injustice occurring in the world. A too vivid awareness of such facts could be psychologically damaging, or lead an agent to give in to despair. She thus qualifies the kind of awareness of facts that we ought to seek as follows: 

We need to be aware enough of the facts to form personal policies that are true to our values, but not so vividly aware of them that we cannot continue to function. (Jenni 2003, 289)

Jenni holds that we have similar duties to become aware of instances of violations of our moral values even in cases where we are not ourselves implicated, and may have no way of influencing the situation. According to Jenni, while we might be unable to change such situations, there is value in knowing the true moral state of the world. Furthermore, such awareness would reflect a respect for those who suffer, and could well help us to overcome self-absorption.

Still, certain modifications to Jenni’s proposal are in order; these are presented in a spirit of continuing to develop her tentative answer.
 To begin, Jenni only explicitly addresses cases where we have indications that our moral values are being violated. But this is perhaps too narrow. Suppose we were to hear of a tsunami or earthquake. Likely there would be much suffering, and we would do well to become informed, and to help. Still there does not seem to be a violation of our moral values at stake. To have a violation of our moral values would require moral agents who violate these moral values. In the case of earthquakes (and so on) we have instances of morally bad states of affairs, but these do not yet amount to violations of moral values. Thus, as an initial modification, we can consider a broader class of moral issues, where these include any situations where moral improvement (or deterioration) could occur. If we are given an opportunity to help a local environmental group develop an education program for children this seems a morally significant option for us, though presumably no moral violations are occurring.  

On the other hand, as it stands, Jenni’s proposal may well still be too demanding to be feasible. She suggests that an appropriate level of awareness for those who are mature and emotionally stable (at least for many violations of our values) would involve acquiring visual evidence of potential violations of our moral values – perhaps seeing film of children working in sweatshops, or confronting images of slaughterhouses, etc. But to achieve this level (or an equivalent) of information with respect to all violations of our moral values seems impossible. It seems we would need to find images of every war, every sweatshop, every clear-cut of Amazonian rainforest, and so on. Beyond this, we could well be required to reacquaint ourselves everyday with new images from stripmines, sweatshops, etc., as new violations occur. There would also be thousands of murders, and individual assaults (and abuses of animals) occurring across the world. We cannot investigate all of these violations of our values, and the demands would be still greater if we were to consider all moral issues. Notice that, taken individually, many of these violations would be quite easy to investigate – we could simply spend some time searching the websites of various news groups, non-governmental organizations, and so on. The problem here lies in there being so many violations of our moral values (and other moral issues), and so many potential sources of information; we simply cannot feasibly undertake all of this investigation, even if each particular instance would be relatively easy to pursue. 

It might be suggested in response that we only need to investigate those seeming violations of our values where we have indications that something is amiss. And for many of the environmental and other violations of our values, especially those occurring in distant lands, we would have no direct indications, unless we took it upon ourselves to investigate. But this leads us directly back to our original question concerning the nature and extent of the investigations we must undertake to be minimally virtuous. After all, if we embraced such a response, it would be easy for us to avoid most requirements to become informed at all – simply ignore all news sources as far as possible, and keep to the company of similarly ignorant individuals. In this way we could avoid direct indications of violations of our values, or of moral issues, more broadly. Still, this hardly seems plausible. Instead, we would have particularly egregious instances of morally culpable ignorance. We cannot expect individuals to investigate all moral issues in great depth, but nor can they excuse themselves by simply trying to avoid indications that such issues exist.

Jenni herself provides some plausible additional guidance here. She suggests that “as we are more directly implicated in a problematic practice and as we have more power to affect it, demands on our attentiveness increase” (Jenni 2003, 288). With this modification we begin to have some guidance in terms of prioritization for our investigations; we need not simply attempt to be aware equally of all seeming violations of our values (or all moral issues).  Still, here we must consider how to understand the extent of our implication in, or ability to affect, a situation. Three possibilities emerge:  

(1) Relative to the ability of other people to affect the situation: do we have more or less ability to an influence this situation than others?

(2) Relative to our own ability to affect other similar or more important situations: do we have more or less ability to influence this situation compared to other situations?

(3) Absolutely: do we have a significant ability to influence a situation, regardless of what others can do, and regardless of our ability to influence different situations? 

A good case can be made that (when determining how to prioritize issues for investigation) we should hold that the extent of our implication in, or ability to change, a situation should be understood in relation to our implication in or ability to influence other situations, as in (2). With respect to proposal (1), even if others have more ability to influence a situation, if they are not acting on this ability, it seems we should still investigate the issue. On the other hand, even if others have less ability to influence a situation than we do, it could be that they are sufficiently addressing the situation (perhaps by working together), such that our investigations could be better directed elsewhere. What seems more relevant than (2) is the matter of how effectively others are in fact acting to address an issue (or can be expected to act), and we will capture this with an additional rule of thumb to be described below. With respect to (3) it could be that for individuals in dire circumstances, with almost no ability to influence any situation beyond attempting to address their immediate needs, that any prima facie duty to investigate issues would be outweighed by other, more pressing concerns. An agent barely subsisting in a refugee camp will presumably need to focus on more pressing issues, rather than investigating issues in which  she is barely (if at all) implicated, with almost no ability to influence. That said, there may be issues within the camp (for example) where the individual may be able to influence the situation to an extent that she ought to become informed, even while focusing primarily on other, more pressing matters. On the other hand, a very powerful agent with an ability to effectively contribute to addressing many important issues will still need to decide which issues to prioritize for herself. Intuitively, we might say that when prioritizing issues for investigation, our ability to influence a particular situation (compared to other similarly significant issues) is most important (2), but when considering more broadly whether we ought to be investigating issues or acting on other concerns, our absolute ability or implication is what is most relevant (3). 

Still, more is needed. With only this initial modification in hand we would have a greater duty to investigate a trivial violation of our values where we might have a relatively strong ability to influence the situation, rather than a massive violation of our most fundamental values where we are only slightly less able to have an impact. For example, it might suggest we have a stronger obligation to investigate a case where a child over whom we have significant influence may be being somewhat rude to a classmate (in an ongoing fashion), than a case where we have strong indications that a local company is illegally dumping toxic wastes, and we happen to have some influence on an important company figure. Thus, ceteris paribus, we must also prioritize cases in accordance with both (i) the apparent severity or significance of the moral issue at stake, and (ii) the extent to which attention and action from others [including individuals, governments, NGO’s, businesses, etc.] is, or can reasonably expected to be, inadequate relative to a given issue. The second clause captures the intuition that it may be more important to devote our attention to a slightly less severe issue if we can reasonably expect the more severe issue to receive more adequate attention from others to address it, while the less severe issue is receiving inadequate attention. We need to take into account both the severity of issues, and the proportional attention and action that they are receiving. 

We should also take into account the epistemic justification that attaches to the indications that a moral issue exists. We cannot expect people to be aware of moral issues if no evidence of the issues is available to them; on the other hand, when there are vast amounts of evidence readily accessible and widely-known in an agent’s community, her ignorance becomes much more problematic. With limited time and resources we cannot pursue every lead, every hint of a moral problem or opportunity. We should prioritize those cases where we have stronger evidence that an issue exists – this helps us to avoid wasting our time pursuing mere rumors or hearsay that are ultimately false or misleading. Ceteris paribus, then, we ought to focus more attention on cases for which we have stronger evidence an issue exists, relative to the degrees of evidence we could reasonably expect, given the issue at stake. There are situations (especially violations of values) where we can expect cover-ups, and investigators to have difficulty in disseminating information, etc.; as such we ought to consider the degree of evidence that exists, relative to what we might reasonably expect. For example, if we hear rumors of human rights violations occurring in nation with a highly-repressive regime, or hear rumors of abuse within a tightly-knit religious community, this might be all that we can expect initially, and should count as significant under the circumstances. More broadly, once reports of an issue are appearing in reputable news sources (which certainly need not be restricted to the mainstream media), we ought to investigate more than where we simply have rumor or minimal evidential support. 

In addition, we also need to take into account the relative difficulty or costs of obtaining information. The easier or less costly it is for us, given our circumstances, to access relevant information with respect to an issue, ceteris paribus, the more attention we ought to devote to the issue. Put otherwise, the easier it is for us to gain relevant information about a moral issue, the stronger our obligation to investigate the issue – after all, it is less of a burden upon us, and more reasonably demanded of us. Of course, this is not to excuse us from investigating in cases where severe violations or opportunities to help are potentially at stake and where investigating is difficult. Rather, it is to hold us to a higher standard of information-gathering when it is easy to do so (all else being equal). And of course, different agents, given different circumstances, might experience different costs to obtaining the same information.

Finally, if we are presented with the choice between investigating two (or more) issues that seem broadly equal in the respects discussed so far, we are permitted, ceteris paribus, to prioritize for investigation the issue that most interests us, or for which we feel a particular affinity. Thus, if we have two issues of similar importance, receiving similar levels of attention, etc., but where one concerns preserving a local wetlands (which interests us a great deal), while the second is an issue that doesn’t particularly interest us in a city hundreds of miles away, we are permitted to give priority to the former issue. But our interests and preferences should be seen as of secondary importance to the other factors mentioned here; while our interests can justify us in giving more attention to a slightly less significant issue than others of which we are aware, we cannot justify ignoring major issues simply because we have more of an interest in some trivial matter. 

We can summarize these initial rules of thumb as follows: We ought to prioritize issues for investigation, ceteris paribus, in proportion to (i) the extent that we are personally implicated or appear to have an ability to influence a situation, (ii) the apparent importance or severity of the issue, and the relative lack of attention and action that it is receiving or can be reasonably expected to receive, (iii) the strength of the evidence that there is a moral issue, and (iv) the relative ease or low costs of obtaining relevant information for us. With these factors in hand, we can further take into account (v) our own preferences and interests with respect to issues as a further deciding factor, though one that is secondary to the others. Intuitively then, we ought to give top priority to investigating apparently major moral issues that are receiving comparatively little attention, for which we have strong evidence that they exist, where information is easily obtained and in which we are strongly implicated or have a strong ability to influence the situation.

It is worth noting that as our investigations proceed, our evidential status with respect to an issue may change, and we ought to adjust our investigations accordingly. For example, we might find that a significant moral issue that we reasonably expected to be adequately addressed by others is not being so addressed: if so, our obligation to investigate (and ultimately act) becomes stronger. Or we may initially hear rumors that some large electronics producer is engaged in particularly environmentally irresponsible behaviors with respect to toxic wastes. If, as we investigate, we find that it is a company in which we hold stock, this might require us to pursue the issue more than we initially expected (insofar as we are more implicated than we initially supposed); on the other hand, if the story turns out to be rumor, or we find that the company only sells goods in other countries, that others are taking effective action against the company, and the violations are quite minor compared to other situations of which we are aware, etc., we might find that we have less demanding requirements for further investigation.  Our time could be better spent pursuing other projects, or perhaps investigating other, more pressing moral issues.

III What Information?

Thus far we have focused only on how we should prioritize issues for investigation. As it stands, we have not yet begun to assess what kinds of information we should be seeking, nor what would qualify as enough information (i.e., once we have begun investigating a given issue). In addition, we also need to determine what level of evidence is required with respect to the apparent data we gather. Suppose we were trying to gain information about deforestation rates in Amazonia. Simply accepting whatever claims are made on some randomly-chosen website or taken from pamphlets published by a dubious organization would hardly satisfy the epistemic demands placed upon us as we strive to lead virtuous lives; such an approach would likely lead to false beliefs and error. On the other hand, it would be excessive to require us to seek out all available potential sources of information concerning Amazonian deforestation, in hopes of achieving epistemic certainty with respect to the issues at hand.

With respect to the kinds of information that we ought to seek when investigating a particular issue, it seems that the following, at least, would be relevant:

(i) Information about the extent of the harms and benefits of what is actually occurring. 

(ii) Information about the causes of the relevant states of affairs (including the extent and nature of one’s personal implication in them).

(iii) Information about potential alternative actions or policies (including one’s options for personal action), both with respect to the issue itself, and with respect to alternative issues or projects.

More broadly, and relevant to most all issues, we would need information of the following kind:

(iv) Moral knowledge/information: this would include at least knowledge of moral rules of thumb, of moral exemplars, and of the actions typical of various virtues.
 

(v) Information concerning logic and deliberative rationality, and an ability to apply this information. In order to effectively draw upon the other forms of information noted here, an agent must be able to engage in rational reflection and assessment.

(vi) Information concerning human and non-human flourishing; what kinds of activities contribute to human well-being? What helps species (and individuals of these species) to flourish? This would include information concerning local ecosystems, as well as more general information about the Earth’s systems and species.

(vii) Information concerning our own individual talents, preferences, resources, and so on. Such information would help us to see what projects are best for each of us to pursue, and help us to determine how to distribute our resources (time, money, effort) among our projects.

(viii) Information about a wide range of (apparent) moral issues and other potential projects. In order to be able effectively assess any given issue, we will typically need to have some sense of other issues; we need to have information concerning whether there are more important issues, or issues where we are more able to act effectively to address the issue, and so on. Such information will help us in determining which personal projects to pursue, and how to balance these with commitments to address various moral issues. 

There may well be other kinds of information that would be helpful to us determining how to choose and balance our long-term projects and commitments, how best to act with respect to various moral issues and so on, but certainly the above list captures several relevant fields of information.

Of course, we still require a standard for how much information we ought to seek with respect to an issue, and to what degree of epistemic justification we ought to aspire. I would propose the following, as an intuitively plausible standard:

Ideally, relative to a given issue, we ought to acquire at least enough information that is sufficiently well epistemically justified for us, to make acting on that information (with respect to this issue) rational for us, given our circumstances.

Put otherwise: we should, ideally, seek to be at least sufficiently well-informed concerning a given issue to be able to act rationally with respect to it, given our circumstances.
 If we were trying to decide how best to reduce our carbon footprint, we would need to investigate various methods of doing so, learning about what factors contribute most to the carbon footprint of someone in our circumstances, etc. We would also need to find reputable sources for our investigations to ensure that our beliefs are sufficiently justified. Of course, much of our knowledge is grounded in the testimony of others, including other individual agents, but also various groups and organizations. Thus we can – and most often do - acquire information concerning various environmental issues, and how best to act with respect to them, from NGO’s, various governmental bodies, and so on (where we have good reason to believe that these sources are generally reliable).
 On the other hand, we would not be required to amass data on every tiny component of our carbon footprint (for example), nor would we be required to go into such great depth in our investigations as to achieve absolute epistemic certainty for our beliefs (which likely would not be possible in cases of this sort). More broadly, acquiring a smaller body of well-justified, highly relevant information will typically be more efficient than hobbling together larger quantities of less relevant, and less well-justified information.   

Note that in some cases we might require more, and better justified information in order to make our actions rational (assuming that we also reason well, of course). For example, if a state were using nuclear power and decision-makers were attempting to determine how to store wastes, given the significant risks at stake, a great deal of well-justified, relevant information would be required in order to allow for rational decisions and actions. On the other hand, in some cases, less information (with weaker justification) would be required in order make action upon it rational. For example, a doctor working in a refugee camp may not have access to all of the diagnostic tools, etc., that she would have in a well-funded hospital under normal conditions. In the hospital more information would be required to allow the doctor to act rationally with respect to a patient (given the circumstances) than in a chaotic field situation with limited resources, and thousands of desperate patients.

The case of the doctor raises the issue of whether it can be inappropriate for an agent, given limited time and resources, to seek further information. While a full discussion of this issue is beyond the scope of this paper, we can tentatively propose the following:

Ceteris Paribus, with respect to seeking further information concerning an issue, to the extent that an agent has good reason to believe that the costs associated with seeking this additional information would outweigh the benefits of acquiring such information (in terms of an improved ability to choose and act rationally concerning the issue), given her particular circumstances, the agent ought not to pursue this additional information.

Under such circumstances, other things being equal, the agent should instead devote her efforts towards other commitments or to acting on the issue at stake given the information she currently possesses, depending on her particular circumstances. In the case of a doctor in a triage situation, it will often occur that while she could gain some further diagnostic information that may be of some use in helping her to treat a given patient, the costs in terms of effort and lost time that could be devoted to treating this and other patients are such that she ought not to pursue the additional information.

IV Virtuous Ideal Observers

While we now have greater guidance with respect to (i) which issues we ought to prioritize, and (ii) the extent and nature of the information we ideally ought to pursue in any given case, it still seems that the sheer amount of information-gathering required of us would be overwhelming. Ultimately, even if of lower priority, it seems we would need to investigate almost all potential moral issues, even apparently trivial ones. And if so, we would be trapped in place, doing nothing but seeking awareness and information, without ever actually being in a position to act. We need to have a standard for balancing time spent investigating with time spent actually acting on projects. While it is important for us to become informed, it is presumably still more important for us to act, to lead our lives.

Recall the above proposal that, ideally, with respect to a given issue, we ought to seek at least enough information (that is sufficiently well-justified) to allow action upon it, with respect to this issue, and given the agent’s circumstances, to be rational. As it stands, we do not yet have an account of what would determine whether a given level of information is sufficient to allow for rational action. Simply put: who or what determines what would count as sufficient information for rational action? I would propose that this can be understood in terms of the attitudes of virtuous ideal observers. Intuitively, we can look to the approvals of (hypothetical) virtuous beings who are fully-informed about the state of the world; would they suitably approve of the amount and kinds of information gathered by an agent, and the degree of epistemic justification her beliefs possess? If so, the agent’s information is sufficient to allow for rational action. More precisely, consider the following: 

IRR (Information and Relative Rationality): An agent has acquired at least enough information (that is sufficiently epistemically well-justified) to make acting on that information rational, relative to a given issue and given her circumstances, iff an unimpaired, omniscient virtuous observer would deem this to be so (where such deeming is a form of approval). 

It is the approvals (or not) of such virtuous ideal observers that determine whether an agent has acquired sufficient information. Why appeal to the judgments of such hypothetical virtuous beings? First, insofar as they are attributed omniscience, they would know the extent of any harms or sufferings that are occurring (thus also knowing which are most pressing or severe), what any given agent’s abilities and opportunities for action are, what actions or policies would most effectively ameliorate any given situation, the relative difficulty for any agent of attaining relevant information, and similar such relevant information. The virtuous ideal observers would thus have the informational resources to make what we would intuitively consider to be appropriate judgments. Second, insofar as they are virtuous, they would be honest and consistent in assessing agents and their actions, would appreciate personal relationships and other commitments, would be benevolent (thus not only would they know of the suffering of sentient creatures, they would care about such suffering), and so on. They would thus have ideal character traits to make what we would intuitively consider to be appropriate judgments; they have character traits that we would wish to find in those making moral assessments.  

Notice that an agent’s circumstances will presumably be relevant to an ideal, virtuous observer’s assessments here - we are considering a standard of relative rationality, one relative to an agent’s circumstances and the issue being considered. In trying to decide whether to slowly walk away from a bear or to stand in place, attempting to look large, there might not be time for a thorough assessment of large amounts of information, but a quick appraisal of the situation might be sufficient to be deemed allowing for rational action by a virtuous observer. On the other hand, a wealthy person trying to decide how to allocate her charitable donations – and the extent of these donations, with much available time (the issue being considered isn’t immediately pressing) and many resources, might be required to obtain much more information, with much greater evidence, in order to arrive at the best use of the funding that she can provide. Similarly greater informational demands would apply in a case where an agent is attempting to determine how best to reduce her own ecological footprint – or what political / social actions might be most effective in encouraging necessary social changes to reduce national or global ecological footprints.

With a standard established for informational requirements (to be sufficient to allow for rational action with respect to an issue for a given agent), we can turn to a standard of morally justified action: 

MJ: An action is morally justified for an agent in a given set of circumstances iff an unimpaired, omniscient virtuous observer would deem the action to be morally justified (where such deeming is a form of approval).

Of course, even if an agent has adequate information (given her circumstances) about an issue to be rational in acting, and even if she does in fact act rationally, this does not guarantee that she will act in a moral fashion. She might ignore or downplay information in a biased fashion even while possessing this information, or she might act to achieve immoral goals in a rational fashion (consider an intelligent Nazi). So a distinct assessment needs to be made: is the agent acting in what would be a morally justified fashion, based on appropriate reasoning and information? Note that a morally justified action may not be a right action (and vice versa).
 Suppose we gather a great deal of evidence from reliable sources that a certain farm engages in humane animal husbandry, but it turns out that we have been deceived, and that the farm carefully hides quite terrible animal welfare and broader environmental violations. In such a case, our purchasing goods from the farm would have been justified – given the strong evidence we had acquired, this would have been an appropriate decision – even if our action would not ultimately be right. We would have made effective, good faith efforts to do the right thing, so our actions would still be justified.

How are informational requirements attached to moral justification? A necessary (but not sufficient) condition for an action to be deemed morally justified by a virtuous ideal observer is that the agent be acting on the basis of information that meets the requirements of IRR above. Without such information, an agent is, to some extent, merely guessing. In some cases, an agent may simply be unable to acquire the requisite information, even though she must act. In such cases, while her actions might be non-culpable (assuming that the relevant information was inaccessible, or too costly to acquire), this is not yet to hold that she would be justified in her action.

Still, even if an agent fails to act in a morally justified fashion, this does not yet show that the agent would be blameworthy in her actions. Just as we have characterized (i) informational requirements for relative rationality and (ii) moral justification in terms of the attitudes of virtuous ideal observers, we can do so with non-culpable actions:

NCA: An agent is non-culpable for performing an action in a given set of circumstances iff an unimpaired, omniscient virtuous observer would deem the agent to be non-culpable (where such deeming is a certain form of approval).

Such actions, while perhaps not right or justified, are not yet culpable. There are situations where, for example, an agent simply cannot devote enough time to adequately think through an issue to perform a justified action. There will also be cases where an agent must act, but crucial information – information required in order to make a properly informed judgment – is physically unavailable, or only available at far too great a cost, given the issue at stake, and the agent’s circumstances. In many such cases her actions will be non-culpable. Note further that all justified actions will be non-culpable. After all, in the case of justified action an agent is appropriately investigating, reasoning, and acting, given her circumstances.

We can distinguish between the morally right, the morally justified, and the non- culpable as follows. Morally right actions are those that are in fact permissible, and those that we truly ought to perform (intuitively, they are actions that are objectively right). Morally justified actions are those that an agent performs when she has gathered appropriate information (sufficient to act rationally with respect to an issue), and acts from morally good motives. If all goes well, a morally justified action will typically also be a morally right action, though as noted above, the two can come apart (as when an agent’s information is misleading). Finally, morally non-culpable actions are those for which an agent lacks appropriate information in order to act rationally with respect to an issue, but where this lack of information would be excused by virtuous ideal observers.  

To better see the difference between justified and merely non-culpable actions, compare two cases. In the first, an agent spends a few hours here and there learning about a local environmental issue, and begins to take some steps towards action (perhaps initially signing petitions, etc.); still, he does not immerse himself in the issue (there are several other people who better informed than he is), and he still devotes himself more to other worthwhile projects than to this one. Such actions (with respect to the local environmental issue) would likely be justified, given the agent’s other commitments and projects; he has at least enough information to act rationally with respect to the issue. On the other hand, consider another agent who lives in the same area, but who struggles with keeping two full-time minimum wages jobs simply to maintain a near poverty-line existence, with two young children, and an ill parent. We could well imagine that this person has almost no time that is not taken up with important projects, such that she is simply exhausted during any free time she has, and never investigates (or even hears of) the same environmental issue. In such a case, we would presumably see the agent’s lack of information and action as excused, and non-culpable. Intuitively, the first agent has taken steps to become informed in a reasonable fashion, given his circumstances, and acts in a morally justified fashion; the second agent is quite uninformed, and takes steps that are inadequate to become informed or to act on the issue (indeed, she may take no steps at all), but given her circumstances, her actions would be excused and non-culpable. Of course, she is also not flourishing as an individual, and may well be having detrimental environmental impacts, even if this is not her fault. Here broader social and political forces are at work, which make it extremely difficult for many of us to lead the best kinds of lives.

We should also distinguish among different cases of people working such demanding hours, etc. In particular, we can distinguish between (i) cases where the agent, if she were to have greater available time and resources, would in fact make appropriate efforts to become informed, to act, and so on, and (ii) cases where the agent would, with greater available time and resources, still fail to appropriately seek information, act, and so on. The first agent would be a virtuous person, one who is essentially trapped by circumstances such that she cannot act in the morally justified ways that she wishes (but would so act, given different circumstances). The latter agent would be a vicious person, who faces similar difficulties given her circumstances, but whose character is such that she would act in morally culpable ways, even given more favorable circumstances.

More broadly, note that even if an agent performs a wrong action, this does not yet show that the agent is a bad or vicious person. Particularly, if the person’s action is morally justified, we can still have a positive appraisal of her and her action; she has done what can reasonably expected of her from a moral point of view, even if in this case she is unlucky and performs a wrong action. In the case of non-culpable actions, even if they are wrong, we cannot yet conclude that the agent is vicious. Rather, with such actions there are excusing conditions for the agent, such that the agent is not blameworthy for performing the wrong action, and we do not yet have grounds for assessing her character as flawed.

V General Applications

Not all virtuous ideal observers would be alike – there are different ways of being virtuous (Schweitzer is not identical to Thoreau; neither is identical to Leopold, and so on); and each could approve of different ways of acting, and of leading a life more broadly. As long as at least one virtuous ideal observer would suitably approve of our actions, they will qualify as justified, right, or non-culpable (depending on the precise form of approval at stake); what matters is that it could be seen as appropriate from a fully-informed perspective. A plausible pluralism is thus embraced: we cannot expect that there is some single, particular balancing of an agent’s commitments and actions that she must achieve. Rather, there is a broad range of potentially appropriate ways of life available to her. On the other hand, this does not amount to a simple, implausible relativism – the actions and projects of an agent would need to be suitably approved of by at least one virtuous ideal observer, and obviously many actions and commitments would be deemed wrong by all such observers (even allowing that there is a plurality of ways of being virtuous).

It might appear, initially, that appeals to ideal observers will be of no use to us in practically guiding our affairs — after all, they are characterized as omniscient and virtuous, while we are rather more ordinary. How could we possibly know what they would approve of? This initial appearance is misleading. We can begin to gain a sense of what sorts of actions and lives virtuous ideal observers would approve of by looking to the lives of actual virtuous persons. In particular, we can gain a sense of how we should approach information-gathering, and how to balance this activity with others.
 As we do so, we soon realize that those widely recognized as virtuous environmental agents do not spend the majority of their lives simply becoming informed – their virtue manifests itself in action. Aldo Leopold was a well-informed individual, but he did not investigate (let alone act) upon every environmental crisis that arose; this would simply be beyond the capacities of a finite human being. And a fully-informed virtuous ideal observer would understand such human limitations.

More broadly, we should come to realize that with respect to most moral issues, the best that we can seek is to act in morally non-culpable ways. We do not have the abilities and resources to act in morally justified ways with respect to the vast majority of moral issues occurring around the world; there are likely literally millions of individual violations of our moral/environmental values occurring everyday. Our ideal of seeking enough well-justified information to allow for rational action will need to remain unfulfilled for most issues. This is somewhat disturbing, as merely non-culpable actions will often have harmful consequences – we are merely excused in such cases. Still, we now have initial guidance, given in sections II and III, as to how to prioritize issues for investigation, and what information we should seek: ceteris paribus, we should prioritize issues to the extent that they seem of great moral significance, we are strongly implicated or have an ability to make a difference, where evidence is easily accessed.

To the extent that an agent is committed to a manageable set of valuable projects, where she acts effectively, and acquires information satisfying IRR, her actions and investigations with respect to other issues will typically be non-culpable. Thus, for example, imagine a person who (i) is active in local environmental groups, is well-informed about the issues these groups are dealing with, and also (ii) has a general awareness of many more severe moral/environmental issues, and acts on these issues, and (iii) also devotes time to his family, a range of personal projects, and good friends. Such an agent – like any human – will not have great deals of information about many moral violations and issues, and does not devote time to investigating these issues. But he will likely be morally justified in his actions with respect to those projects and issues to which he is committed, and non-culpable with respect to the issues to which he is unable to devote attention. Given his limited time and resources, further efforts at investigating other moral issues, etc., would likely require taking time and resources away from other projects that would be at least as morally important for this agent. As such, we have good reason to believe that virtuous ideal observers would assess the agent and his actions in the way proposed.

Still, qualifications are needed here. The agent must presumably still pay commonsense levels of attention to developing issues, alternatives and so on (for example, at least getting common information from mainstream media sources). The world is not static, and an agent cannot simply choose a set of worthy environmental projects, immerse himself in them for the rest of his life, ignoring all other possible issues, alternatives, and projects. If the agent starts to gain evidence of moral issues arising that are extremely important, he may need to investigate further, and adjust his actions and projects. If earthquakes occur in a developing nation, causing devastation and massive suffering, and the information is widely known and easily accessible, an agent presumably ought to investigate sufficiently to determine how best to help, and perhaps devote less time or money to one or more of her standing projects for a time. An agent is not fully virtuous if she simply devotes herself to a single, relatively minor moral issue and largely ignores all others.

More broadly, an agent must reflect upon her life from time to time, and consider her projects and commitments, and the alternatives available to her. What was once an infeasible project may now be viable given an agent’s changing circumstances. We may discover issues and projects that speak to us, that we may wish to make space for in our lives. We similarly need to honestly assess our own projects and commitments – do they all contribute to a good, flourishing life? Are we perhaps deceiving ourselves with respect to our interest or ability to pursue a project, or its importance? 

There are no easy answers to questions of balancing our various commitments and our need to be well-informed, nor are there answers that will apply simply to all individuals. There are many ways of leading environmentally and morally virtuous lives, with different balances (some focused on fewer projects, but in greater depth, with more relevant knowledge; others covering a wider range of projects, though perhaps with less depth of knowledge or action with respect to each particular issue). We have evidence for this as we consider actual environmentally virtuous agents, and the sorts of lives they lead and approve of. There are many such individuals, with different balances among their commitments, different projects, and so on. To the extent that they are well-informed and virtuous, their judgments and actions will tend to mirror those of virtuous ideal observers, and provide us with guidance for leading virtuous lives of our own. 

More broadly, given our limited abilities as individuals to investigate and act upon a wide range of issues, we would do well to encourage changes in our social and political contexts that help us to overcome or compensate for these limitations. The situation in which an agent finds herself can strongly influence her ability to act virtuously.  In particular, political and social changes could allow us to progress from non-culpable actions (for which we are merely excused) to morally justified actions (which are far more likely to be right actions).  Thus,

(i) We should support the work of various non-governmental organizations that can investigate issues for us, and provide guidance as to how best to act. Intuitively, by supporting (through time or money) responsible environmental groups, they can undertake needed research that can in turn be brought back to ordinary individuals; in essence we can delegate some investigation to these groups, helping us to become suitably informed to act in morally justified ways with much less demanded of us. It allows us to act in morally justified ways with respect to a broader range of issues.

(ii) We should encourage greater transparency and provision of information concerning consumer goods. For example, we could encourage retailers or manufacturers to provide more information about how items are produced, so that it is less demanding for agents to make informed decisions. This again would allow us to more easily act in morally justified ways, rather merely non-culpably. If voluntary cooperation is not forthcoming, we could lobby governments to enact legislation to require companies to share such information. NGO’s could also play a role here, perhaps producing small, portable guides as to different companies and products, and their environmental record, etc. For example, several groups now produce wallet-sized guides as to which fish species consumers should avoid purchasing. Alternatively, we could look to portable, handheld devices with access to the internet, and having relevant data online. It is especially important to have access to relevant information as decisions are being made.

(iii) We should support greater governmental regulation of damaging industries, etc. Rather than having to carefully investigate the environmental practices of companies with which we wish to interact (which is time-consuming and perhaps beyond the abilities of many of us), governments could impose strict regulations against poor practices – such that we largely no longer need to worry about investigating these companies. If bad practices are not allowed, we will end up acting in a morally right fashion by default – the bad options are no longer present, and no longer need to be investigated (putting aside questions of whether a given item or service is really needed by the individual, etc.). Rather than forcing individuals to try to pick through many options, many of them bad, we can simply regulate against the most dangerous products, etc. Of course some vigilance would still be required – to ensure that regulations are being enforced, for example. But certainly the burden of investigating and acting would be greatly reduced (and we could well imagine NGO’s taking care of such investigation).

(iv) We should encourage a shift in media organizations to focus on real stories, not entertainment pablum. The situation is rather grim with respect to the mainstream media at this point.
 Alternatively, we can at least find and support sources that do provide worthwhile information at little cost to us.  

(v) We should encourage employers to provide shorter workweeks, living wages, and opportunities such as job-sharing, etc.; these changes could also be approached through government / public policy. With more time outside of the workplace, individuals would be able to become more involved with their families, communities, and (among other things) to devote more time to investigation and action upon issues.  

This list is hardly exhaustive, of course. Still, with such changes we would be able to more easily choose and perform morally justified and right (as opposed to merely non-culpable) actions as the burden of investigation upon us would be significantly reduced. 

Finally, it might seem that the proposed epistemic demands are too weak – that we can excuse ourselves from being well-informed about important issues simply by immersing ourselves in others. But this would misconstrue the proposal. That we cannot investigate all issues thoroughly does not yet allow us to justify ignoring important issues, instead exclusively pursuing trivial projects or activities. When we consider the lives led by those who are environmentally virtuous, we should recognize that we ought to investigate, and act upon environmental issues far more than most of us currently do.
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� And I imagine further modifications and additions to what is proposed here will be in order; the issues are difficult, and it might be best to aim at small steps forward.


� See, for example, the discussion of ‘v-rules’ in Sandler (2007).


� Note that acting rationally with respect to an issue could include rationally concluding that other issues are more pressing, or that the costs of trying to help with respect to the given issue are too great. In other words, rationally acting with respect to an issue might involve choosing to devote ourselves to other projects or issues instead. Finally, the current proposal does not hold that being well-informed guarantees rational action; rather, only if we reason properly, while being so informed, will we arrive at rational results.


� For more on testimony as a source of knowledge see, for example, Coady (1995) and Lackey (2008).


� We can characterize right action in a similar fashion: An action is right for an agent in a given set of circumstances iff an unimpaired, omniscient virtuous observer would deem the action to be right (where such deeming is a certain form of approval). Presumably people can do the right thing for the wrong reason (perhaps merely to impress others), or by chance (guessing at the best charity to give to). Better, of course, is to perform morally justified right actions. See Kawall (2002) for further defense of this account of right action.


� What would instead lead agents to culpable ignorance (and ensuing actions)? Milo distinguishes four common forms or sources of such moral negligence: (i) impulsiveness, (ii) carelessness, (iii) recklessness, and (iv) self-deception. See Milo (1984, chapter 4). 


� Of course this is not to hold that all individuals struggling under difficult economic circumstances will be ill-informed about broader moral issues, etc. Far from it – leading voices in environmental justice movements (and others) have faced such circumstances. Indeed, living in such circumstances might allow one to be especially well-informed about a range of moral/environmental issues that are undetected by others. But it is to recognize that those who are struggling simply to maintain a modest living will often have fewer resources (including time and energy for effort) to devote to seeking information, and for acting on various moral issues.


� On the other hand, it is possible for vicious agents to perform right actions on the current account – they can perform actions that virtuous ideal observers would want to be performed in the circumstances. But this does not yet show the agent to be virtuous or her action to be justified (or even non-culpable), nor does it show that she is praiseworthy for such actions. She could simply be performing the right action for poor reasons; her action would be unjustified. She might do the right thing in order to impress others, or because it happens to be the easiest thing to do, and so on. 


� There will, of course, be a possible gap between what would be approved of by actual virtuous agents, and by virtuous ideal observers. Actual agents are not always fully-informed, and may sometimes act out of character. Still, they can function as moral exemplars, and provide a basis for predicting the attitudes of idealized virtuous agents. I defend these claims in greater depth in Kawall (2006). More broadly, (i) we can also appeal to general moral rules of thumb, and (ii) our ability to act appropriately will improve as we ourselves become better-informed and develop our own virtues. See Kawall (2003, esp. section VI).


� CNN, a leading American “news” channel / organization recently announced that it was cutting its entire science, technology, and environment staff. See Brainard (2008).








