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Abstract: I propose a modified virtue ethics,
grounded in an analogy between ecosystems and
human personalities. I suggest that we understand
ourselves as possessing changing systems of
inter-related subpersonalities with different virtues,
and view our characters as flexible and evolving.

What is an environmental virtue ethics? There are at
least two clear possibilities. First, an environmental
virtue ethics could tumn to a standard virtue theory
from theoretical ethics and apply it to environmental
questions. Thus, we might ask, “What would an
environmentally virtuous person do in such and such
a situation?” “What traditional virtues should an
environmental activist develop?” “Are there
additional virtues, beyond the traditional virtues,
which an environmentally virtuous agent ought to
develop?” and so on, while making use of traditional
virtue theories. This approach is common in
discussions of environmental virtue ethics. For
example, Geoffrey Frasz writes

Tuse the term virtue in a modified version of
the sense developed by Aristotle. An
environmental virtue refers to a mean
between two vices, qualities the possession
of which will partially enable a person to
lead the environmentally good life. The

good for humans in this case is living in
harmony with nature . . . Environmental
vices would be those qualities of a person
the possession of which would frustrate the
movement of a person toward the
environmentally good life.!

Thus Frasz applies a traditional virtue theory
(that of Aristotle) to environmental concerns, while
keeping the central elements ofthis theory unchanged.
This first approach to an environmental virtue ethics
leads to important insights - including
characterizations of non-traditional virtues, and new
ways of understanding more familiar virtues.?

A second understanding of environmental
virtue ethics would, in a certain sense, invert the
approach of the first understanding. Thus, rather than
take the framework of a standard virtues ethics and
apply it to environmental issues, we could take our
knowledge of ecology and the natural world, and see
how these understandings might lead us to change the
basic framework of standard virtue ethics. Based on
these changes to standard virtue ethics, we could then
see how such an ecologically-based virtue ethics
would apply to environmental issues.

Here I develop a proposal of this second
variety. I begin with a brief discussion of standard
virtue ethics, and draw attention to a potential
problem for such theories insofar as they oversimplify
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human characters and personalities. Ithen turn to the
alternative account. The proposal is grounded in a
loose analogy between ecosystems and human
personalities. Based on this analogy, and several
suggestive remarks by the Norwegian ecophilosopher
Sigmund Kvalgy, I propose that we understand
ourselves as possessing systems of inter-related
subpersonalities with different virtues, and see our
characters as flexible and evolving.® In the third
section of the paper I show how this alternative
ecological virtue ethics would have an impact upon
those concerned with the environment.

Standard Virtue Ethics

Virtue ethics is distinctive in its emphasis on
character and leading a good overall life. Indeed,
much of what drives contemporary virtue ethics is a
rejection of the focus on solving particular moral
quandaries that is common to familiar
consequentialist and deontological theories. There is
a focus on how we should be, rather than what we
should do.* Virtue ethicists generally hold that
judgements about good character or virtue are primary
or basic, in the sense that other moral notions such as
right action, or good states of affairs can be explained
or defined in terms of virtues or character. An
account of right action commonly held by virtue
theorists is given by Rosalind Hursthouse:

An action is right iff it is what a virtuous
agent would characteristically (i.e. acting in
character) do in the circumstances.’

We can characterize a right action as that
action (or one of a set of equally acceptable actions)
which an agent morally ought to perform, all things
considered. A worry for standard virtue ethics can be
drawn out through consideration of the following
scenario: A manager in a large business is responsible
for dozens of workers. He is hard-working, tough-
minded, and impartial in making business decisions.
Within the practice of business then, we could
consider this man virtuous. But suppose he were to
apply the same virtues in the same fashion in his
interactions with his young daughter.  Surely
compassion, patience, and benevolence are required
in these interactions, and so we might see the manager
as an excellent businessman, but a poor father. The
problem here for standard virtue theories comes when
we try to decide whether the businessman is virtuous,
tout court. We can trust his judgements in business,
but not in matters of child-rearing. It seems wrong to
claim that he is entirely virtuous, yet it would be
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unfair to say that he entirely isn't, ignoring the
virtuous business behavior.

Or compare a soldier who is able to storm an
enemy machine gun nest, but who is entirely unable
to gather up the nerve to ask a woman out on a date.
Is this man courageous? If we claim that he isn't, it
seems that very few people, if any, can be considered
virtuous. Even the best of humans typically have
certain areas where they lack virtue. It seems that the
soldier is courageous in some areas, and perhaps
somewhat cowardly in others.

The soldier has different characters — one
comes into play in battle, another in his ordinary
social life. The business manager, on the other hand,
crudely applies the same character from his business
dealings to his life at home. Rather than trying to
simply describe such persons as virtuous or not, we
can look at their different characters, and the way they
are deployed in different situations.

An Alternative, Ecological Account

The alternative proposal draws on seeing
humans as analogous to ecosystems. We are to model
ourselves (in part) on the natural world. I should
stress that I am not claiming any sort of logical
entailment about the nature of the virtues which
follows from facts or concepts drawn from ecology.
Indeed, many of these ecological concepts are
themselves grounded in analogy. Rather, the test of
this alternative account will be whether it gives us an
attractive picture of how humans should guide their
lives. Thope also to show that the proposal allows us
to avoid the worry raised above for standard virtue
ethics.

We can see ourselves as complex, changing
systems of personalities (or, more modestly,
subpersonalities). We embody different
subpersonalities in different situations — we see the
world and behave in a different fashion in the
presence of an old friend from when we are teaching
a class, and we are different again when we wander
alone along a familiar trail. We notice different
aspects of our surroundings, we react differently, and
exhibit different character traits. Sometimes the
difference can be stark — compare a prison guard on
duty, and at home playing with her children. On the
current proposal we are encouraged to develop a wide
range of virtuous subpersonalities — with a wide range
of interests, knowledge, and virtues, thus allowing us
to be sensitive to changing situations and
environments. In addition, we should to strive to have
our subpersonalities be healthy and morally virtuous.

We can now tumn to the analogy, in which
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key concepts from ecology and the characterization of
ecosystems will be deployed. We find interesting
analogues for many of these when we turn our
attention to human characters and subpersonalities.

Diversity

Ecosystems have different populations
carrying out different functions or activities within the
system as a whole. For humans, this would mean
having different characters to apply to different
situations and having a wide, diverse range of
knowledge and projects. A person as a whole should
not be overly specialized (though she could have
ranges of rather specialized knowledge, insofar as
these help her overall). Sigmund Kvaley suggests
that

we can conceive of a human being as a
being who at birth is like a complex root
system that is trying not to fix a permanent
personality structure, but to grow in a
multiplicity of personalities and never to fix
any of these either. I have in mind a
dynamic and multidirectional but
organically ordered pattern. Contrasting
this, we "civilized" peoples live today as we
didfive thousand years ago under pyramidal
systems that demand from us that when we
are born we must be one, single, rigidly
identifiable person.®

Thus, we are to understand ourselves as changing and
evolving, with a wide range of subpersonalities filling
different niches. We have an inner diversity of
characters, each of which tends to come into
prominence in different sets of circumstances.
Kvalgy presents the following example:

Up until about 70 years ago, Norwegian
communities along the western and northern
coasts were semi-nomadic. Part of the year
they were stationary in one place with their
Jarms and families. But every winter for
three or four months they left home on a
sailing vessel, normally owned collectively
by five or six neighbors, to go fishing at the
Lofoten Islands far away in the north . . .
These men had to be members of two
extremely different societies with two
different ways of social integration. They
were also meeting nature in two different
ways. In my view they did it because they
developed two different personalities. The
theory of permanent ego centering does not
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cover this phenomena. These two different
personalities go deeper than mere role
playing, because in role playing, you keep
the same center and merely act differently,
At the same time, the varied personalities of
these boatmen were dynamic, always
shifting, adjusting, and growing.”

I would suggest that the range of different
subpersonalities is much broader. We are quite
different people in different circumstances — when we
interact with colleagues, when we are teaching a class,
or when we are hiking a familiar trail. We see the
world in different ways; different aspects of the
environment are relevant to us, we react differently,
and different virtues (or vices) are expressed. And
each of these subpersonalities adapts and grows over
time — for example, our relationships change and
evolve, and with them change our corresponding
subpersonalities.

Some might balk at the suggestion that we
have a range of different personalities in such cases
(as suggested by Kvaley)— they might argue that we
should see ourselves as having a single personality
which is expressed in different ways in different
circumstances. On behalf of Kvaley, I would simply
stress how different we can be in different
circumstances. Consider again the prison guard who
at work can be cold, alert to threats, committed to a
set of prison rules, and so on. The way she sees the
world around her and her reactions to it are shaped by
her role. The same guard at home could be patient,
compassionate, and indulgent while playing with her
children. She sees the world differently at home —not
in terms of threats to herself, or various prison
policies, but perhaps in terms of what would please
her children, and shared memories or jokes. Her
reactions and behaviours would be extremely
different. Thus, it seems plausible to claim that such
a guard has two different personalities. Afier all, in
the one case the guard could be cold, impartial, and
rigid, while in the other she is kind, indulgent, and
compassionate. Her reactions and interpretations of
the world in these cases share very little,

In any case, to avoid begging questions about
what is required to distinguish personalities, I will
speak of ‘subpersonalities’. This recognizes that a
person will typically have a wide range of different
ways of interpreting and interacting with the world,
while also capturing an element of integrity and
continuity between these different characters.

We are thus not encouraged to develop
simple habits that we then apply straightforwardly for
the rest of our lives.® There is no single perfect state
towards which are striving, no single state from which
(once attained), we would wish never to deviate. We
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are encouraged to grow and change, as the world and
our immediate environment change around us. We
are encouraged to have a wide, diverse range of
subpersonalities, skills, and knowledge. In this way,
we will be sensitive to the changing world around us.

Consider a college-level athlete who ignores
his studies as he is quite confident that he has a
promising career in professional athletics. He devotes
himself almost exclusively to his sport, and lets other
relationships and projects whither away. He is, of
course, devastated when he suffers a career-ending
injury. We can imagine a person with a single-
minded devotion to a particular religious group. When
she loses her confidence in this group, her life is
thrown into a tailspin, Ifthese agents had maintained
further commitments, relationships, and so on, the
impact of these losses would have been mitigated. By
looking to ecosystems we can draw lessons for human
character development: depth and diversity often
make their possessors more resilient in the face of
adverse events.” And note that here we are not simply
applying traditional virtue ethics to environmental
concerns. Instead, we can see that looking to the
natural world can provide lessons for virtue theorists.

We can compare this approach to standard
virtue theories. Recall the worry raised in the
previous section, that we are too complex to simply
classify as virtuous or not; that we are often virtuous
in some areas and in some subpersonalities, but not
others, The current proposal provides us with an
alternative that acknowledges that we have different
subpersonalities that come into play in different
circumstances — some generally virtuous (given the
circumstances under which they typically arise), and
some generally vicious. We ought to strive towards
(i) developing a wide range of subpersonalities, and
(ii) ensuring that each of these subpersonalities is
virtuous and is deployed in suitable circumstances. In
a sense, we are striving to become many virtuous
characters!

Ecosystems vary significantly in terms of
diversity - compare an arctic region with an equatorial
rainforest. Correspondingly, different people will
have different potentials for inner diversity, depending
both on inner potentials and external circumstances.
We might compare the soil and the land with our
inner potentials, and climate and other systems with
the external circumstances (such as our cuiture) in
which we find ourselves. With this point in hand, we
can recognize that there are many different ways for
humans to develop and flourish, each by developing
these varying individual potentials. There is not a
single ideal set of characters, anymore than there is a
single, ideal ecosystem. But not just any random
grouping of subpersonalities or populations will work
together in a viable system.
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Given this diversity, wide range of goals, and
personalities, how do we determine when an action is
right? The standard virtue theory account of moral
rightness seems inadequate. 1 would propose the
following as a replacement:

An action is morally right, if and only if, an
unimpaired, fully-informed virtuous
observer would deem the action to be
morally right.

A ‘virtuous observer’ here refers to a being
with a wide range of integrated virtuous characters.
With full-information about a given case such an
observer would be able to understand the motives of
the agents involved, understand the relationships and
commitments of the agents involved, accurately
predict the consequences of various courses of action,
and so on. Thus, she will not lack information crucial
to good decision-making — information that may not
be available to an agent immersed in a situation. She
will also have a broad range of virtuous
subpersonalities to draw upon in interpreting and
assessing the action before her. Finally, such an
observer must be unimpaired ~ she must not be
coerced, or under the influence of drugs which
diminish her mental acuity, and so on. The presence
of any of these sorts of impairments would lead to
questionable judgements.

Such an observer could deem the actions of
the business manager at work to be morally right, and
his actions at home to be wrong, even while we
refrain from declaring the manager to be virtuous (or
not), tout court. And similarly with the case of the
soldier, a fully-informed, virtuous observer could
distinguish between his actions in battle, and his
actions and character in normal, daily life.

Dominant Personalities

In ecosystems we find dominant species,
those which are crucial to the structure and stability of
the systems. These species are often used to
characterize various ecosystems - thus we have beech-
hemlock forests, etc. In the case of human inner
communities, we find certain subpersonalities which
tend most to characterize a given person. Intuitively,
these are subpersonalities which we would find it
difficult to imagine the person without; if such a
subpersonality were lost, we might speak of the
person no longer being herself. For example, we
might consider that subpersonality which is most
often deployed by a person in her day-to-day life to be
a dominant subpersonality. A driven athlete might be
focused on achieving certain goals in this realm, and
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typically see the world through such a lens. We could
understand this to be one of her dominant
subpersonalities, as it so crucially shapes who she is.

Not all of our subpersonalities are equally
important to us; some play relatively minor roles in
isolated circumstances. But our dominant
subpersonalities shape our overall nature, providing
focus to our projects and overall systems of
characters. Our other subpersonalities must cohere
with our dominant personalities. We thus need not
worry that the current proposal will lead us to
scattered sets of disjointed projects and
subpersonalities (which may seem to be a problem,
given our emphasis on diversity). On the other hand,
we do want our non-dominant subpersonalities to be
sufficiently varied and strong so as to allow effective
functioning should a dominant subpersonality be lost.

For a person as a whole to be healthy, her
dominant subpersonalities must be resilient,
persistent, and resistant (and this can, of course, be
greatly influenced by the other subpersonalities in the
system). That is, the person’s main subpersonalities
should not be easily destroyed or abandoned. We thus
have an alternative understanding of what constitutes
a strong character.

Dynamism and Succession

Ecosystems evolve and change — e.g. from
open field to (eventually) hardwood forest. These
forests will over time evolve also. Analogously,
humans will change over time. But whereas on
standard virtue theories we are encouraged to arrive at
a single, set character, on the cutrent proposal our
characters should be seen as much more flexible, and
changing. We are not aiming to achieve some perfect,
unchanging character. Note also that at any given
moment we will possess a range of different
characters — some of which will change, some of
which will gradually fade away and be replaced by
new characters, and so on.!”

Integrity

The diverse populations in an ecosystem
interact in ways that lead to the overall flourishing of
the system (or which at least allow for the continuing
existence of the populations of the system). We might
draw on our analogy in the following way. We
cannot simply throw together a group of randomly
chosen mammals, trees, plants, and insects, place
them in a randomly chosen area of the earth, and
expect a viable system to emerge. Similarly, our
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subpersonalities must fit with our basic, individual
potentials, while working together in a loose, but
coherent structure. Our various subpersonalities and
goals must be integrated, with our dominant
subpersonalities playing a key shaping role. Ideally,
we should not entirely isolate our business lives from
our roles as parents, and so on. Kvaley writes,

What I am talking about is different from
“split persondlity.” I am speaking about a
really radical utilization of an enormous
potential for complex, deep “permeation” or
interpenetration [...] I am using a social
model for the psychic world of the human
individual, starting with that internal society
and then explaining the individual, rather than
the usual method of beginning with the human
individual and then going out to society."'

We thus do not have isolated
subpersonalities - they influence with each other, and
we deploy them in different circumstances. We tend
to do this naturally in our daily lives. We are different
people when we interact with our parents rather than
when we interact with students, and are different
again while we interact with colleagues.

What of'the prison guard? It might seem that
her keeping a firm wall between her character at work
and her character at home is what allows her to lead a
flourishing life. In response, I would suggest that
while such a stark split between characters might be
the best approach in her circumstances, she is not able
to fully flourish, given this need for such a harsh split.
We can justifiably worry that maintaining the rigid
barrier between her home and work lives will be
emotionally draining, and we might also worry that
she will be unable to entirely maintain this barrier —
perhaps in a moment of frustration she will react as
the prison guard with her children. To lead a fully
flourishing life a change in employment might be
required for our prison guard,

Virtue theorists typically acknowledge the
importance of personal commitments and
relationships, but often little is said beyond this.'? The
current proposal begins to expand on this by positing
that we should have a broad range of integrated
interests, commitments, skills, and personalities. This
emphasis on integrity (within a broad range of
commitments) can add an element to traditional virtue
ethics. Bernard Williams draws attention to the
importance of integrity in human lives, But he
emphasizes integrity in the sense of maintaining one's
commitments to one's projects (and not easily
abandoning them). In criticizing utilitarianism, he
writes:

Philosophy in the Contemporary World
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1t is absurd to demand of such a man [one
with strong commitments], when the sums
come in from the utility network which the
projects of others have in part determined,
that he should just step aside from his own
project and decision and acknowledge the
decision which utilitarian calculation
requires. 1t is to alienate him in a real sense
Jrom his actions and the source of his action in
his own convictions. [...] this is to neglect the
extent to which his actions and his decisions
have to be seen as the actions and decisions
which flow from projects and attitudes with
which he is most closely identified. It is thus,
in the most literal sense, an attack on his

integrity.?

With Williams' integrity it seems that one
can have integrity while being both a strong supporter
of PETA and a factory farm owner, to the extent that
one works hard on both of these commitments, both
are strongly held, and one’s actions flow from these
commitments, What Williams rules out is abandoning
a strongly held commitment for the sake of utilitarian
demands (for example), where the agent involved
does not regard ufilitarianism as a central
commitment. Similarly, a political libertarian might
complain that taxation for projects which she does not
wish to support interferes with her integrity and
commitment to her own projects.

But there is another form of integrity. We
must strive after cohesiveness among our projects and
personalities -~ this can be difficult to achieve, but is
worthwhile. The current, ecological integrity requires
that one’s projects cohere. To follow with our rather
unlikely example, how can one, as a supporter of
PETA justify one’s ownership of a factory farm? The
projects conflict, and one would thus lack the current,
ecological integrity. An ecological virtue ethic would
thus encourage us to avoid fractured lives, where our
work lives are entirely distinct from our personal
lives, which are in turn distinct from the charitable
commitments we hold, etc. Instead, all of these
dimensions of our lives must work together as a
system.

We can focus for a moment on the integrity
of those who espouse a range of broadly ‘green’
values. Mark Sagoff writes that

Not all of us think of ourselves primarily as
consumers. Many of us regard ourselves as
citizens as well. As consumers, we act to
acquire what we want for ourselves
individually; each of us follows his or her
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conception of the good life. As citizens,
however, we may deliberate over and then
seek to achieve together a conception of the
good society."

Sagoffpresents several examples to draw out
the tension between our citizen and consumer selves.
We drive gas-guzzling cars while voting for policies
which will increase gas taxes, or fund more public
transportation. Other writers draw attention to similar
tensions, noting that it can be very difficult to act on
our preferred values (and our green values in
particular) under current political and social
conditions.'® As such, it is commonly suggested that
we can justifiably make significant compromises in
living up to our green values.

A worry is that we are too quick to excuse
ourselves in these cases. We’d like to act on certain
values, but it is hard, so we don’t really need to, as
long as we make some donations, and perhaps write
articles telling people why they should care about the
environment. I certainly agree that there will need to
be compromises. But it seems that the pendulum has
swung too far, from extremely demanding claims
being made, to an easy acceptance of extremely
watered-down levels of commitment. There are
demands of integrity at stake here. Even if our living
in accordance with our values may not have massive
consequences on society as whole, we still need to try
to live up to our values, and to levels that demand
significant changes on our part.

Our consumer values undermine our citizen
values, in at least two ways. First, the projects often
conflict in obvious ways — one set of values tells us
not to use private vehicles, the other tells us to do so.
We end up giving money to corporations that we then
try to fight in other moments. We undo our own
work. Second, as we continue to live in accordance
with our consumer values, our commitment to our
citizen values can be watered down to complacency.
We become the person who likes to think he is
generous, though he almost never gives anything
because he is waiting for some hazy time in the future
when he’ll finally have enough to begin sharing (and
which mysteriously never quite seems to arrive...).
And while it is certainly true, and very important, to
recognize that we may not be able to entirely control
our ability to act in accordance with our citizen values
due to the cultural and political conditions under
which we live, we cannot end here. Integrity
demands of us that we at least do that work which we
can. We can work to reshape our consumer self, If
we, as environmentalists, are going to demand
changes in society, shouldn’t we also act as role
models? Anything less begins to smell of hypocrisy.
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Adaptability and Openness

Ecosystems do not have firm borders. They
are thus open to influences from others. These
influences can lead to changes within the system,
some of which can be seen as welcome (increased
diversity and strength), while others can be seen as
detrimental (reduced diversity, integrity, and perhaps
beauty). In the case of humans, we can see outside
influences as good (new interests, new sources of
strength, new knowledge), or bad (perhaps a cult
conversion, where one becomes narrow, interests and
characters are lost). A healthy human will be open to
good influences, and resistant to those which are bad.
We could thus perhaps adopt a variant of Aldo
Leopold’s land ethic in considering whether an
influence or change is good or bad for a person:

A change or outside influence is good for a
person when it tends to preserve (or
increase) the integrity, stability, and beauty
of her inner community (as judged by an
unimpaired, fully-informed, virtuous
observer). It is bad when it tends
otherwise.'

Note that in the case of the well-being of a
person, ‘integrity' and ‘'beauty’ take on moral
connotations. Or we could add that the influence must
also improve (or at least not worsen) the person's
characters from a moral point of view in order to be
seen as a good influence. This represents a significant
disanalogy between persons and ecosystems. When
we look at changes within ecosystems there are
important difficulties in determining whether such
changes are for the better or for the worse.!” However,
when judging the quality of changes within people we
can appeal to moral standards to guide our
assessments.

Application to Environmental Concerns

With our sketch of the proposed theory in
hand, we can now consider whether this theory might
generate interesting consequences for more
specifically environmental concerns. I will focus on
three such consequences.

Adaptability

Louke Van Wensveen, in her recent book on
environmental virtue ethics, takes a rather dim view
of many traits that might be seen as virtues in non-
environmental contexts:
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Take, for example, the virtue language
generated by Western corporate cultures. If
one needs to make a profit in business, it
generally helps to be "tough,"” "efficient,” and
"shrewd." It may also help to be caring and
trustworthy, but usually these traits are
redefined as being, in fact, tough - that is, they
produce "hard" results. Although the same
combination of traits may aid in the
achievement of environmental goals,
ecologically minded people generally do not
speak this way. First on their lips is not
toughness, but humility and sensitivity, not
efficiency but sustainability, not shrewdness
but wisdom . . . Clearly, business practice and
the practice of dedication to ecological well-
being generate distinctive ways of using virtue
language each calibrated to the unique goals
of the underlying practice.'®

It is not clear that the virtue language Van
Wensveen associates with corporate culture should be
dismissed by ‘ecologically minded people’. Van
Wensveen herself notes that the corporate traits may
aid in the achievement of environmental goals, but
seems to think that they are nonetheless inappropriate
(as reflected in the practice of ecologically minded
people of ignoring or rejecting such traits). I think we
can move beyond this if we recognize the need for
different subpersonalities in different situations. Itall
depends on the situation at hand - at times
environmentalists need toughness (consider protesters
under difficult conditions). We need efficiency - we
have only limited time, so we must be efficient with
it. We may need shrewdness in order to find a clever
solution to an apparent dilemma, or an unexpected
way of fighting against a powerful corporation — one
that would simply overpower resistance without
shrewd tactics. Efficiency and toughness appliedina
person focused exclusively on economic gain can, of
course, be extremely dangerous. But efficiency and
toughness applied in an environmentally sensitive
subpersonality can be crucial to the success of various
environmentally valuable projects.

The same environmentally sensitive person,
when the projects are achieved (and at various points
during the struggle) can shift to a more sensitive,
humble subpersonality which can appreciate what has
been achieved. And note that this is compatible with
integrity. The environmentalist who takes on
different subpersonalities when in meetings, when
teaching, when alone, etc. does not exhibit the
problematic undermining projects which characterize
those who, for example, are too quick to accept an
easy citizen versus consumer split.
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Resiliency

We will be more resilient in the face of
inevitable setbacks - not only via such virtues as
courage or patience, but also in having a wide range
of projects, and personalities. Recall the case of the
athlete who abandons all other projects, and is thus
devastated when his athletic career is ended. The
current proposal, under which we see ourselves as a
system of interacting subpersonalities with a wide
range of projects and virtues, would encourage us to
develop this inner diversity. We would thus have
alternatives, other places to look for solace, and other
goals to achieve when our plans fail. Sadly, many
environmental battles are lost — to be effective, we
must be willing to take up new fights, and battle on.
If we focus entirely on one project, we may simply
give up on environmental concerns if the project fails.

Breadth of Vision

The emphasis on many subpersonalities and
projects encourages us to avoid narrow
overspecialization. An associated wide range of
knowledge (given a wide range of characters) will
provide environmentally concerned persons with
several benefits. Such persons (i) can draw on
different disciplines for solutions to environmental
problems, (ii) can appeal to a wide range of other
cases and situations in developing solutions, (iii) can
understand and communicate more effectively with a
wide range of persons, and (iv) can develop a more
encompassing set of goals (such persons can look for
solutions to problems with an eye towards a wide
range of values). Furthermore, such persons will
possess different virtuous characters with which to
apply this knowledge.

Conclusions

By turning to ecosystems, and modeling
ourselves on them, interesting possibilities result. The
current proposal does not encourage us to aim at a
single, unchanging, rigid character, which could be
quite ineffective in changing circumstances. It does
not oversimplify humans and see them as
straightforwardly virtuous or not — it recognizes that
persons have different personalities in different
situations, and that some may be virtuous, while
others are not. It tells us to develop a wide range of
commitments, knowledge, and characters and to have
these cohere — an important form of integrity.

With a broad range of characters,
commitments and knowledge, we will be better, more

Philosophy in the Contemporary World
Volume 8 Number 2 Fall-Winter 2001

Jason Kawall

effective environmental agents. We can take on
different characters in debating, while hiking, or while
teaching a class. We can appeal to and understand a
broader range of people — allowing for more effective
action, and a greater potential for reaching
agreements. Our various subpersonalities will also be
constantly changing in small ways — allowing us to
adapt and interact suitably with the changing world
around us. We would thus be encouraged to develop
a depth and range of characters, interests, and abilities
- an inner diversity - that is rarely found today."
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