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Abstract
Philippa Foot has argued that the methods used to evaluate living things have an important role to play in the justification of virtue ethics.  Without the virtues, humans are defective, just as non-human animals and plants that do not behave in ways characteristic of their species fail to meet certain standards of excellence. I shall argue that justification of the virtuous life cannot profit in this way from a study of nature. 
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             IS THERE AN ENVIRONMENTAL BASIS FOR VIRTUE ETHICS?
I. Introduction: Meta-Ethics and Nature

Current projects in environmental ethics include the application of virtues to conflict situations caused by man’s interaction with the natural world.(1)  The central idea motivating this project is the belief that, compared to deontological and utilitarian moral systems, virtue ethics can provide us with a more comprehensive and workable set of tools for solving the moral problems associated with the effects of human action on the natural environment.(2)  This essay however, is chiefly concerned with meta-ethics.  Its starting point is an argument that uses explanatory concepts in biology and ecology to support claims about the objectivity of virtue ethics.  In so doing the argument also attempts to show that there is no necessary logical gap between fact and value. Put simply, the view is that acting virtuously is intimately and inseparably bound up with what it means to be a human being, in just the same way that a specific set of behaviour traits and attributes is necessarily associated with our understanding of each individual non-human species. The claim is both descriptive (factual) and normative (evaluative).  That is, an animal or plant that does not display the right type of functional behaviour or is lacking certain characteristic properties, is defective.  The standard referred to is the account of species-relative features that the animal or plant needs in order to flourish as a member of its kind   Analogously, you are a defective human being to the extent that you lack virtue. These conclusions about what is characteristic of a species provide me with a reason to be virtuous.  The vicious are poorly functioning human specimens, not in a position to adequately pursue those ends characteristic of human well-being – just as porcupines with defective quills will have difficulties living the life of a porcupine.  

We proceed then, on this view, from the observation of nature to the justification of virtuous conduct i.e. in the opposite direction from that taken by those wishing to show the applicability of the virtuous life to environmental problem-solving.  These two projects could, of course, be usefully combined from an environmental point of view.  If we can show that nature itself provides support for virtue ethics, this will reinforce the virtue ethicist’s attempt to employ her moral system in environmental conflict situations.  Thus, our actions should be guided by the virtues because of strong similarities between the role played by virtuous action in the life of human beings and the function of various behaviour traits and features found in biological organisms.  It would be no surprise to discover that a system of morality based on the virtues was better than rival systems at providing guidance when humans interact with nature.

The argument that seeks to underwrite virtue ethics by appeal to the behavioural traits of plants and animals could be understood as part of another current and more general scheme linking morality and environmental concerns.  Central to this conception is a chain of moral and environmental reasoning that issues in a larger total class of moral objects than that allowed by standard utilitarianism, deontological systems or virtue ethics.  An example of such a perspective would be Paul Taylor’s neo-Kantian deontology which uses what he calls a ‘biocentric outlook’ to extend the group of moral objects so that it includes all living things.  On this view, humans are not superior to the rest of nature.  Because all living beings are equally “teleological centres of life” they are of equal value.  Each has its species-relative life cycle which entails the meeting of species-relative ends.(3)  Aldo Leopold’s ideas are another source of an expanded ethics that can be applied to environmental problems.  Here careful analysis of ecosystems provides arguments for granting moral standing to all those elements that contribute to the ecological balance of nature.(4)

Now after a careful analysis of the non-human part of the natural world, virtue ethics might expand the class of moral objects in environmental ethics, but not necessarily.  It all depends on what sort of virtues are used when humans interact with nature.  Thus, if is argued that I am to be benevolent towards plants and animals, this would seem to suppose a certain type of relationship between me as agent and the non-human beings that are the objects.  Benevolence implies valuing intrinsically that towards which I am benevolent.  Otherwise one is psychologically torn between what one really thinks about the object and the demands of the moral imperative.  Thus, a ‘reformed’ vandal who no longer goes in for the wilful destruction of trees does not necessarily value them in the way required.  Talking about this contradiction between act and attitude, Mary Midgely used the phrase “the act of shaking-hands-with-murder-in-one’s-heart”.(5)  This brings out the character-building aspect of a virtue ethics approach.  There has to be harmony between what I think about trees and how I treat them.

However, the virtue ethicist who looks to nature for moral support, as it were, need not get involved in broadening the class of moral objects.  All that is required is that an analysis of the way of life of animals and plants generates reasons why one should live in accord with the virtues.  Any reasons to come to the assistance of other non-human living things would be provided by realising how such actions were part and parcel of virtuous conduct.  But giving assistance would not necessarily commit one to treating the recipient as a moral object i.e. as having an intrinsic value which was independent of any human valuers.  I might, for instance, simply attribute instrumental value to trees.  This would imply prudence but not benevolence.

Whatever virtues one should possess when dealing with plants and animals, I believe it is a mistake to rely on biology to provide the sort of justificatory support for morality mentioned above.  I shall try to show that there are serious difficulties for any attempt to justify adopting the virtuous life by appeal to the behaviour of non-human species.  This is because the ends served by organisms cannot be successfully transferred to the moral realm in such a way that one could argue that virtuous action serves similar ends.  This is not to say that there are no instructive parallels between organisms and human beings.  However, such behavioural similarities as there are cannot be used to make claims about the rationality and objectivity of virtue.    
But all is not lost as long as one realises that a positive answer to the question posed above about the rationality of the virtues need not be couched in terms of purported analogies between the virtuous life and the behaviour of biological organisms.  There may be other considerations that will persuade us to be virtuous.  And this possibility is, I think,  important for the virtue ethicist who wishes to make out as strong a case as possible for the application of the virtues in environmental and non-environmental contexts.  

II. From Function to Virtue

To begin I want to set out the theory that is supposed to underwrite virtue ethics.  I shall take Philippa Foot as the main representative of this line of thought.  It underlies most of her recent work and can be seen as a development and readjustment of earlier ideas she entertained in moral philosophy.(6)  

In her book “Natural Goodness”, Foot argues for moral objectivity by applying the concept of function to the characteristic features and behaviour of living things.  She begins by asking what functional role is played by the parts, features and activities of plants and animals.  This in turn necessitates an examination of the ways of life that we associate with different species.  Looking at things from a species perspective is required in order for normativity claims to get off the ground and will lead to the discovery of important similarities between the evaluation of humans and all other living things:

          “My belief is that for all the differences that there are, as we shall see, between the evaluation of plants and animals and their parts and  characteristics on the one hand, and the moral evaluation of humans on the other, we shall find that these evaluations share a basic logical structure and status.” (Foot, 2001 p.27)

Take for instance a worker bee’s sting.  A functional explanation of this feature will refer to the role it plays in the communal life of the hive.  It protects the bee colony from intruders.  Note here that the claim links the possession of a sting with a communal end.  A worker bee is sterile and dies after stinging.  It will not do to explain the sting by reference to say, the direct contribution it makes to the bee’s individual survival or reproduction, whereas this is something we can say, for example, about the swiftness of a deer.  What is important is that the particular feature of the animal or plant in question is functionally related in some way to the lifestyle of the relevant species.  One needs to point out however, that implicit in these ‘other-regarding’ characteristics is the idea that the function of an activity or feature is at least indirectly related to the life of the individual.  So intruders know that bees sting and this protects individual bees.  This relationship between function and individual will be important later when we consider claims about the objectivity of ethics.(7)  

Functions are related to ends that they (help to) bring about.  One of the central ideas in this preliminary stage of the argument is the connection between the various functions characteristic of a species and its well-being, the latter being the ultimate end served by the different functions.  It is crucial to consider what the species does and not any particular individual member, otherwise normative judgements about species and individual will not be possible.   

There are two factors to bear in mind here.  Firstly, a species will require certain features and abilities in order to (amongst other things) survive and reproduce e.g. wolves need to be able to hunt in packs. Secondly, what they need to live their type of life determines what they should do or how they should be.  It does this because of the teleological account of the species-typical traits and behaviour i.e. these are seen as means to promoting the welfare of species members.  The good of wolves, for instance, is intimately bound up with certain required functional characteristics - such as hunting in packs - because these enable them to flourish in a given environment.  

Once we have set up this analytical framework, it is easy to see how normative judgements about individuals are derived from species-categorization.  When we know what members of a species need to be and do in their ecological niche we can introduce terms such as ‘excellence’ and ‘defect’.  Propositions that refer to the sort of functional traits mentioned above Foot calls “Aristotelian categoricals” : 

“... part of what distinguishes an Aristotelian categorical from a mere statistical proposition about some or most or all the members of a kind of living thing is the fact that it relates to the teleology of the species.  It speaks, directly or indirectly, about the way life functions such as eating and growing and defending itself come about in a species of a certain conformation, belonging to a certain kind of habitat.” (Foot, 2001 p.33) 

Thus, the fact that a plant’s leaves rustle in the wind would be a statistical proposition because the rustling plays no part in any of the life functions of the plant.  On the other hand, statements about the development of its roots and how this relates to the plant’s needs as a living being of a certain kind would exemplify an Aristotelian categorical.(8)  It is these latter relationships that are the source of our judgements about individuals:

      “It matters in the reproductive life of the peacock that the tail should be brightly coloured, whereas our assumption has been that the blue on the head of the blue tit plays no part in what here counts as ‘its life’. And this is why the absence of one would itself be a defect in an individual whereas that of the other would not.” (Foot, 2001 p.33)

How do these judgements relating to the requirements of a species fit into Foot’s general moral theory? Remember that she wants to develop a conception of objective moral goodness.  This will involve the claim that judgements about what is good are independent of desires and interests.  Foot is a well-known advocate of ethical naturalism.  Proponents of this view want to base norms on facts, so that the difficulty of maintaining that factual description can imply value – the so-called ‘is/ought problem’ – disappears.  Non-naturalists on the other hand argue that description alone will never give us evaluation or moral judgement i.e. there is a gap between ‘is’ and ‘ought’.  X may be correctly described but when I call it ‘good’ I must be making some connection between X and my subjective state(s).  If I do not commend X, or want, desire or intend to have X, how is factual knowledge of it going to guide my actions?  This action-guiding aspect is crucial because after all, this is what distinguishes evaluative and moral language from mere description.(9)  

We can see the beginnings of an argument for ethical naturalism in the opening chapters of Foot’s book.  Thus, when one relates an individual animal or plant to its species in the way described above, there is no reference to the wants and interests of any other species.  For example, we would think it odd for someone to judge a snail a bad snail because such creatures would be unsuitable as a means of delivering letters:

          “... the norms that we have been talking about so far have been explained in terms of facts about things belonging to the natural world.  We have not had to think that in evaluations of non-human living things our use of ‘good’ has to be explained in terms of ‘commendation’ or any other ‘speech act’, nor as the expression of any psychological state.” (Foot, 2001 pp.36-37)

Foot then makes the move from plants and animals to human beings.  She argues that evaluations of humans, including their action and character, are likewise independent of subjective states.  As with animals and plants, we do not have to possess the appropriate attitude or feeling in order to call someone ‘good’.  The goodness is already inherent in a particular type of description and this gives rise itself to the commendation or pro-attitude.

However, although considerations of physical and mental health are important, an analysis of human goodness must embrace so much more than human biology.  In addition, there is the problem posed by the variety of human goods.  The human sphere is not like the rest of the natural world, where questions of value are matters having to do with the relationship between habitat, survival and reproduction.

Take first the point about what it means to be a good human being.  If we restricted human goodness to the area of health, a disabled person or someone who was (permanently) ill would necessarily fall short of the required standard.  So, in addition, we have to take into consideration the ways in which human beings relate to each other, how they decide on the best course of action and how they choose to live their lives.  This element of decision and choice is important because in certain respects it marks off humans from other living creatures.  Only humans can ‘know the better and choose the worse’, says Foot.  They can ‘see grounds for acting in one way rather than another’.(10)  We begin to get the full picture of what the life form of the human species is and thus what human goodness consists in only when we include these features in our analytical framework.  

An opponent of Foot might argue that, when we take on board these aspects of human life, a comparison with plants and animals reveals humans to be so different that it is impossible to carry through her project of showing that the three groupings share an underlying principle of evaluation.  This was the second point mentioned above i.e. the fact that humans deliberate and choose gives rise to a variety of human goods.  Their form of life does not bind them to a restricted pattern of behaviour geared towards survival and reproduction within a given ecological niche.

Foot thinks the answer to the sceptic lies in the concepts of function and purpose.  In the case of animals and plants, we looked at the function of their various characteristics and types of behaviour, referring to the ways in which the individuals of various species relate to each other and to a given environment so that they survive (at least until they are able to reproduce) and the species continues.

When we turn to the good of human beings we expand significantly the range of ends. These are mostly connected with family and social life. They also indicate the way in which morality is explained functionally. There are, for example, necessary physical characteristics such as a certain kind of larynx that can generate the sounds of a human language. Humans also need enough mental capacity and imagination to enable them to enjoy songs, tell stories, create art, etc. Furthermore, social life would not be possible without certain rules of conduct that provide the framework for interaction and cooperative endeavour:

          "Men and women need to be industrious and tenacious of purpose not only so as to be able to house, clothe and feed themselves, but also to pursue human ends having to do with love and friendship. They need the ability to form family ties, friendships and special relations with neighbours. They also need codes of conduct. And how could they have all these things without virtues such as loyalty, fairness, kindness, and in certain circumstances obedience?"  (Foot, 2001 pp.44-45)

Borrowing from Anscombe, Foot looks in detail at the institution of promising. (11)  Being trustworthy exemplifies the general point that the virtues can be understood in functional terms i.e. we see the need for them when we realise their essential role in the establishment and maintenance of a flourishing human life. Few people are in a position where they can get others to do what they want by the application of force without this having an adverse effect on their own interests. And we do not possess thought-control devices that could non-violently perform the same function as the institution of promising: 

       "... we have not got such powers, any more than animals who depend on cooperative hunting have the power of catching their prey as tigers do, by solitary stalk and pounce." (Foot, 2001 p.45) 


Given these limits and the necessity of being able to rely on others if we are to experience any degree of well-being – because of the human good that hangs on keeping a promise and not breaching contracts – it is clear that the general evaluative connection between the life form of the species and the individual has been preserved. A good wolf hunts with the pack. A good human makes and keeps promises. 

One final point needs to be made before assessing Foot's arguments. One can imagine a vicious person saying "I can accept that good human beings need to keep promises, etc., otherwise they are defective as human beings. But why should that realisation have any effect on my behaviour? I should keep my promises if I want to be a good human being, but why be good? Appealing to these facts about what good humans need to do is not going to give me a reason to act in the same way."

Foot's response is to draw our attention to the moral theory underlying this attack on promise-keeping. The vicious person wants to be given a reason why one should keep promises when that is contrary to self-interest. But this is to assume that there has to be some interest or need supplied by the agent, in addition to the facts, before the agent has a reason for action.  The non-naturalist stance ignores the fact that reason itself can motivate.  An agent sees the role that promising plays in human life and how she cannot get on well without it.  This realisation itself can provide her with motivating reasons.  The agent is “seeing goodness as setting a necessary condition of practical rationality and therefore as at least a part-determinant of the thing

itself”.(12)  If the non-naturalist insists on the need for a desire or some subjective state before the agent can be moved to action, then one can reply that a desire to keep the promise can arise from a consideration of the role that promising plays in human societies.  The reasons for action are able to generate the desire.  In such cases they are not provided by the subjective state.  Thus, if someone makes a promise and then says the fact that she said “I promised to do A” does not (with the exclusion of cases where there are moral considerations overriding promise-keeping) give her a reason to do A, this person is defective in practical rationality:

          “... since it is part of practical rationality every human being has reason to be charitable and just.  If our shameless immoralist says that he has no reason so to act he is simply begging the question.  He has, to be sure, nothing that he recognizes as a reason; but that, if my argument is correct, is because he fails to recognize the truth.” (Foot, 1994 p.212)

III. Dominant Genes

As we have seen, Foot’s argument relies heavily on similarities between certain features of human life and the characteristic traits and behaviour of plants and animals. I want now to consider objections from a rival position which does not accept the alleged similarities between these different groups of living things. The arguments are found in William FitzPatrick's book "Teleology and the Norms of Nature".

FitzPatrick’s position is based on a detailed study of biological function and natural selection. This latter process combines causal laws and the presence of various environmental factors to bring about inter-generational gene transference.  The genes  in an organism possess programmes that generate certain activities (or features). Under the influence of natural selection, these activities and features of the organism become functional over time and under certain environmental conditions because they facilitate the transference of the genes that programme for them to the next generation.  Natural selection gives rise to a functional system whose various parts and features work together to produce certain non-incidental effects having to do with gene transference i.e. it is no accident that the system has these results.  An organism, understood in terms of biological function, is a gene-replicating system.    

To illustrate the process, let me present the example of the peppered moth Biston betularia.(13)  This species has a gene whose phenotypic expression is the production of dark-coloured wings. The phenotypic expression of a gene or collection of genes is the effect that the gene has on the traits of the organism that carries it.  These moths happened to exist in an environment (industrial Manchester, England, in the nineteenth century) where the trees were gradually blackened by coal dust. The genes programming for dark wings enabled more of their possessors to survive in this environment than light-coloured moths.  Birds ate more of the latter because they were more easily seen on the blackened trees.  This had the effect of reducing the reproductive ability of the white moths, as there were fewer of them.  Thus the genes passed on to the next generation of moths contained a higher percentage of those that produce dark-coloured wings.

FitzPatrick’s view of biological function represents a radical departure from Foot’s welfare-based understanding of the role of an organism’s characteristic traits and behaviour.  He makes two main claims:

          1. In the biological world a trait’s function is ultimately explained in terms of gene-replication.  There are many examples where a trait’s contribution to welfare is also a non-incidental part of the explanation but even here the benefit to the organism or its communitiy is accounted for in terms of its promotion of gene transference. 
         2. Biological functions are not generally related to welfare.  There are many examples where gene-transference does not promote the benefit of the organism or where benefit is an incidental side-effect and has no part to play in the functional explanation of the trait.

If FitzPatrick is right, welfare is robbed of any significant role in the account of the characteristics and behaviour of plants and animals.  It would seem that Foot is in trouble.  Remember that the swiftness of a deer, for instance, is for Foot part of what it means to be a (good) deer.  Integral to the life form of the species, its function is to enable the deer to escape from predators, thereby aiding survival and (indirectly) reproduction.  Thus function is explained by reference to the well-being (the good of) deers.   And she wants to explain and justify the existence of the virtues in the same way.(14)

Why is there this tendency to introduce evaluative elements (welfare) into functional explanations?  Take the cases of a stick pinned against a rock and a heart pumping blood.  Imagine that the stick had been floating downstream before it got pinned to a rock by the backwash created by its being in that position.  Here we do not say that the stick produces the backwash so that it can keep itself stuck to the rock.  But if we want to explain why the heart pumps blood we can say it does so because this action is good for the heart’s owner.  Thus, functional explanation is not possible in the case of the stick because nothing that happens to the stick is good for it.  

What about a man who falls into the water and is in danger of drowning?  He floats downstream, gets pinned like the stick and creates a backwash.  Now the latter is good for him but he is not in this position relative to the rock so that he can create the backwash.  Again, a functional analysis prompted by the question “Why is the man there?” is inapplicable because there is no appropriate relation to goodness.  There would be if we redescribed the situation and said that the man got himself into such a position because he knew of the possible life-saving effect this would produce. One can explain what happens by reference to its effect on his well-being.  If one only considers such examples one could come to believe in the necessity of introducing goodness as the end in terms of which the means is explained functionally.(15)

What FitzPatrick does is show how biological function relates the traits to the ultimate effect of gene-transference whether or not the organism benefits.  The functions that we attribute to the traits have proved themselves to be the most effective way of passing on genes because the genes themselves programme for those traits that play a functional role in the working system of the organism in a particular environment.  

Typical of many cases he describes is the “Bruce effect” in male mice.  They secrete a chemical which causes female mice who are pregnant from another male to abort. The newcomer is then able to breed with the female. In this way males possessing the gene for this trait can secure a reproductive advantage over males who do not.  The process continues through several generations until the trait is characteristic of male mice.  But here it is difficult to find a connection between the function of the chemical secretion and welfare, even though the ‘effect’ has to do with reproduction:

“None of this, of course, has anything to do with the good of mice or the meeting of mouse needs, nor should we be surprised that it doesn’t.  All that matters for the trait’s becoming part of the mouse’s phenotype is that it is especially effective at propagating the genes that code for it, which it does by contributing to increased reproductive output...” (FitzPatrick, 2000 p.74)

Another example in Fitzpatrick’s book is that of meiotic drive.  Here certain genes in an organism can influence meiosis so as to markedly increase their chances of being passed on in the gametes.  Genes of this type make no contribution to the reproductive success of the organism and are disadvantageous as far as the 

organism’s welfare is concerned:

          “Such a gene tends to spread very quickly through natural selection even if it has generally deleterious effects on the welfare of the organism, and even if it detracts from the propagation of the rest of the genes in the genome – so long as it doesn’t prevent the organism from reproducing at all.”  (FitzPatrick, 2000 p.78)

A similar case is that of sterile female worker ants who manipulate the sex-ratio among the queen’s reproductive offspring so as to bias it 3 to 1 in favour of females. These reproductive females have much more in common, genetically speaking, with the workers than do the male offspring – they can have up to 75% of their genes.  Thus the genes programming for manipulation have a greater chance of being passed on because the manipulation produces more reproductive ants with those genes.  All this has nothing to do with the reproductive success of the workers. They are sterile.  Neither does it effect the number of offspring produced by the queen.  And it does not contribute to the good of ants.  They could get on as well without it.(16)

There are also a host of examples in FitzPatrick’s book of behaviour which benefits its possessor but where the benefit is incidental (not instrumental as in the case of the moths).  The ultimate end served by the function is the propagation of certain genes.  For instance, if orthodox neo-Darwinian genetics is true, a dominance-hierarchy among elephant seals has, as one of its effects, the reduction of fighting among group members.  However, the genes responsible for this behaviour have been selected because of the genetic consequences of these character traits:

“... genes making individuals behave this way have spread in the gene pool because such behaviour in each case is an especially effective way of getting those genes replicated into the next generation.  The fact that the existence of the hierarchy, once it is established, tends to promote group harmony, reducing the incidence of regular fighting among members of the group, making them on average that much better off, is incidental.” (FitzPatrick, 2000 p.203) 

If we look again at the example of the blackness trait in moths, it is clear that, in the process of natural selection it illustrates, the end of the process is necessarily bound up with the moths’ welfare.  The function that the genes have is the facilitation of their own replication in the given environment.  The ultimate end in this example is still the replication of the genes, so that they are passed on to the next generation of moths.  But the fact that this is beneficial to the moths – as it helps them avoid being eaten – is also relevant to the functional explanation being offered.  If blackness was not beneficial here, the genes would not be able to spread so effectively.     

Nevertheless, if welfare is never the ultimate end served by biological function and is at best only a proximate one, how can one claim that virtuous action, like biological function, serves the end of species welfare?  Surely we should conclude, on the basis of the analogy, that virtuous action serves the end of gene-replication!  But this is not a position held by any virtue ethicist.  If it were, then people who choose a celibate life would be morally defective because genes programming for their own non-reproduction would not fare well. Or perhaps one should regard it as a moral duty not to procreate if one tends towards living a solitary life in a cave. And what would one say here about a couple that chooses to adopt rather than give birth? 

IV. The Inadequacies of Benefit

Foot has claimed that there is no need to consider the history of the development of functional traits.  One simply needs to look at their present (beneficial) role in the life of individuals within a species.  Indeed, she has described FitzPatrick's critique of her work as "necessarily faulty", referring to the fact that he uses arguments from evolutionary explanation, which have to be "irrelevant" to her position. (17)

          "It also might be helpful to think about what it would be to discover that e.g. the human appendix does, after all and contrary to current opinion, have a function.  This would be a discovery about the part that the appendix plays in the present not a question about its place in evolutionary history which might have to do with something quite different." (Foot, pers.com., 15.07.02)

But FitzPatrick himself says that facts about proper functions are facts about present roles that traits play in the life of an organism.  If we adopt a standard etiological account of biological function and insist that a function of X must be shown to have been selected for its effects by natural selection, this will exclude numerous cases where we would quite naturally talk in functional terms. Thus, it might be the case that the egg-protecting function of a sea turtle's tail is not the reason why the tail has been selected, so we cannot actually say that this function is a function of the tail. But for FitzPatrick the tail does have this function if it can be shown that the protective behaviour has a current non-incidental role to play in the biological working of sea turtles. 

Naturally, given his general theory about the relationship between biological function and gene-replication, he does want to claim that an explanation of the use of the tail to protect the eggs i.e. the behaviour, must make reference to natural selection. However, while an etiological account in terms of the results of natural selection might enable us to say that the behavioural trait has this function, we could not attribute the same function to the tail.  This seems counter-intuitive. Furthermore, even if the behaviour did account to some extent for the existence of the tail, we could not reduce biological function to the causal history of the tail and its protective capabilities. In the same way we cannot say that the flammability of gasoline consists in its chemical composition, even though this is what causes it to be flammable.(18)  So FitzPatrick agrees with Foot about the necessity of talking in terms of a trait's present role in a working system. But he rejects the idea that the trait’s natural selection history (and therefore gene-transference) is irrelevant to an explanation of its present function.  This in turn underwrites his claim that benefit promotion does not ultimately account for a trait’s present role.

One controversial case that perfectly illustrates another weakness of welfare-based views concerns clutch size in swifts.(19)  One genetic theory claims that a group of swifts in a community lower their clutch size from say, three to two eggs in an environment where resources have become scarce.  Three is the optimal number for each individual swift even when resources are scarce, but genes programming for two eggs spread because this benefits the group as a whole. The group avoids the risk of extinction in that it copes better with the environmental restrictions.  

But this is not the only available explanation.  Perhaps the optimal number for this environment is in fact two.  Then what happens is that the individuals who lay this number of eggs have more viable offspring i.e. they are more likely to survive and reproduce.  The fact that this benefits the group is purely incidental and is not part of the explanation of the egg-laying.

Scenario 1 has group benefit as one of the ends – not the ultimate end.  How does benefit play a role there that is absent in the second case?  In both scenarios a clutch size of two is operative. In the first account the processes of natural selection work towards a clutch size that is not optimal, but nevertheless beneficial.  The function of laying the reduced number of eggs is to further group survival because this facilitates the replication of the genes programming for a clutch size of two.  But in the second case the situation is such that a clutch size of two is optimal. So the system itself does not work towards this number, it simply eliminates the swifts who lay more than two eggs, whether this benefits any individual or group.

The relevant point for the critique of Foot’s position is that a welfare-based view does not concern itself with the natural history background and so has no means of distinguishing between the two explanations of clutch-size variation.  A theory like Foot’s will not be able to make crucial distinctions i.e. between a trait that has (to some extent) been selected because it benefits and one whose selection just happens to contribute to the well-being of the individual or group.  An opponent could simply say of any beneficial trait X that its contribution to welfare was perhaps not its function and was instead an accidental effect.  Without appeal to an account in terms of natural selection, how could Foot defend her view?

By ignoring evolutionary biology and relying solely on concepts of flourishing and welfare Foot also provides no structure for explaining the different ways in which ends are weighted in the natural world.  This is a problem for her position even if we grant that many traits in animals and plants have (in part) been selected because they are beneficial.  One of FitzPatrick’s examples which illustrates this problem is the different species-relative weighting given to personal and sibling survival:

“Why does personal survival count less than the survival of siblings in one species (at least with regard to certain members and certain siblings, eg. worker bees and reproductive siblings), but more in another?”  (FitzPatrick, 2000 p.208)

And within a species there are similar questions:

“... why are the ends of gaining personal nutrition and of aiding siblings weighted in such a way that a runt struggles against its siblings for limited resources up to a certain point, but then gives up after that point even when it has some fight left in it?” (FitzPatrick, 2000 p.208)    

An appeal to welfare must be able to explain this if it is to present an adequate functional account.

V. Rescuing Welfare

Is it possible to formulate Foot’s defence of the virtues in such a way that the main thrust of her argument is retained while the difficulties raised by opponents like FitzPatrick are resolved?   

Underlying Foot’s use of examples of animal and plant life is the idea that one does not need to look outside the description of a way of life before one can evaluate it.  A central notion here is the attributive use of the word ‘good’.(20)  If I use the word attributively, then, in order to use it correctly in any particular case I have to relate it in a certain way to whatever it is supposed to qualify.  And the relation involved in this correct use of ‘a good X’ has to do with what it is to be an X.  Thus, if I claim my cactus is a good one on the grounds that it keeps the door open, I cannot be using ‘good’ attributively - even if the plant does perform this function well.  That is, I cannot thereby show it to be a good cactus.  This is what Williams has in mind when he says that an adjective is used attributively if it is “logically glued to the substantive it qualifies”.(21)  Its function as a doorstop relates to the fulfilment of criteria (my wish to keep the door open, for instance) that have nothing necessarily to do with the cactus conceived of as a living thing - a dead cactus might be just as good a doorstop as a live one.  This is not to say that an analysis of ‘a good X’ - where X is a living thing - must omit reference to the satisfaction of the desires of other living beings.  A certain species of plant, for instance, might have to arouse the interest of some insect if it is to reproduce.   But then this would be consistent with an attributive use because the possession of such a feature is part and parcel of what it is to be a plant of this kind.  Foot claims then, that to describe a particular living thing by reference to the life form of the species is, at the same time, to evaluate it in terms of how well it exemplifies that species.  This is what is meant by the ‘natural goodness’ of each living individual.

As we have seen, one of the problems for a view such as Foot’s is her insistence that this use of ‘good’, when applied to living entities, is tied up with well-being.  She wants to show that:

“... the concept of a good human life plays the same part in determining goodness of human characteristics and operations that the concept of flourishing plays in the determination of goodness in plants and animals.” (Foot, 2001 p.44)

It might be suggested that she could avoid Fitzpatrick’s criticisms by restricting the use of words like ‘benefit’, ‘welfare’ and ‘flourishing’ to actual descriptions of individuals that typify the species.  In the case of  traits such as the ‘Bruce effect’, the idea that the creature could have got on as well without this or that behavioural feature is then out of place.  Whether X is a good mouse or not is determined by what mice characteristically are and do and to say that X is a flourishing mouse is to say that X exhibits the characteristic features and behaviour of mice.  Hursthouse makes essentially the same point when talking about differences between the evaluation of humans and other living beings.  She says that, although how humans should be is not determined by nature:

          “It is true of all other living things that (for the most part) if xs don’t, then they can’t.  And since (amazingly enough) the familiar truth expressed in the slogan ‘ought implies can’ is true of all living things, it makes no sense to say that, for example, a male polar bear is a bad/defective polar bear because, far from defending its young, it has to be prevented by their mother from killing them.  Nor is an exceptional male polar bear that hangs around its cubs offering food anything other than defective.  There is no sense to be attached to saying that polar bears would be better fitted to flourish in a characteristically polar bear way, to live well, as polar bears, if the males were different, or indeed, if males and females banded together to hunt.”  (Hursthouse, 1999 p.220)

Consider what actions we would take if we believed that goodness for plants and animals was understood in terms of something other than their fitness for a particular ecological niche.  Then we might think we were morally obliged to save the lives of members of a species infected wth a deadly disease – perhaps because we regard pain as intrinsically bad.  But the disease, even though it  gives rise to suffering, is of instrumental worth.  It is the means by which the species is selected for a “more satisfactory adaptive fit”.(22)  Interference here could actually help to make the species (and therefore its individual members) defective.  I am of course aware that calling something defective must presuppose some standard of excellence.  In this case the standard is to be found not in a set of existing traits but in the ability of an organism to adapt to a changing environment – which in turn will mean exhibiting new features and patterns of behaviour.  To illustrate what I have in mind, we can imagine looking at two identical environments but in one of them the infected species is continually treated for the disease and in the other, nature is allowed to take its course so that eventually no treatment is necessary.  We can call the species’ members in the former environment defective.

I want to suggest then, that flourishing and welfare, when applied to plants and non-human animals, do not necessarily exclude the sorts of hardship and suffering that we would probably wish, as moral beings, to eliminate.  But what about FitzPatrick’s claim that traits resulting from natural selection serve the ultimate end of gene-replication?

In the quote from Hursthouse, it appeared that, in biological contexts, our use of concepts such as flourishing and welfare is logically tied to the characteristic behaviour of a species.  These behavioural traits are the result of the successful transference of genes that programme for the features of this type of organism i.e.  the function of the behaviour is to be understood within the context of a working system, its role in a particular type of “gene-replicating machine”.  Why not argue then that plant and non-human animal welfare is nothing other than a description, in terms of their characteristic features and behaviour, of how organisms are adapted to their environment? That is to show how they meet their various needs.  They cannot be “better fitted to flourish” as members of their species.  

Could Foot concede the explanatory relevance of natural selection but argue that this does not adversely affect her evaluative claims about what the phrase a “good polar bear” means?  The goodness of polar bears is spelled out by examining their characteristic features and behaviour and showing how these traits  enable the bears to live in their ecological niche.  And it is this latter notion of the requirements placed on an organism by an environment that in turn grounds the good of polar bears. 

If we accept this reinterpretation of welfare, the other difficulties concerning the accidental effects/genuine ends distinction and the weighting of ends disappear.  Given an understanding of welfare purely in terms of ecological adaptation, it is no longer significant to ask whether a trait is to some extent present because it benefits the group or is just accidentally beneficial.  On the new account, swifts flourish irrespective of which theory about clutch-size is true.  And as regards the species-relative weighting of ends, the vast behavioural differences here can now be explained in terms of the various ways in which resources are allotted within working systems (organisms or ecosystems) so as to make possible the transfer of the genes responsible for those behavioural traits.

However, Foot cannot accept the interpretation I have offered.  In the first place, it would fly in the face of obvious differences between the concepts of welfare and what a species characteristically does as a result of gene-transference.  Take, for instance, a castrated male cat.  From a reproductive point of view, we would call this animal defective, but we would not necessarily want to say that it was worse off than before.  Perhaps it lives longer as a result of the operation.  So there is a distinction between the two notions and, as this example clearly brings out, an unwelcome one for Foot.  Here we have a defect that could make a living being better off and conversely, an excellence that may make its life go worse.(23) 

Secondly, to underwrite virtue ethics, Foot is committed to arguing that there is a difference between welfare and gene-propagation and that, for plants and animals, welfare is the end served by character traits.   Otherwise she will not be able to draw supportive parallels between the natural world and human morality:  

          “Suppose we grant that welfare and flourishing in non-human cases just have to do with the things plants and animals have been 'designed' by natural selection to do, ultimately in the service of gene propagation. How will this shed any light at all on human moral normativity? Human moral normativity will obviously have to do with human welfare in a sense that is not just defined in terms of what we've be 'designed' by natural selection to do, and it will have nothing in particular to do with gene propagation. So how can it be thought to be just a special case of the same kind of natural teleological framework? How can the genetically oriented structure of natural teleology in polar bears or lions or oak trees shed any light at all on the non-genetically oriented normativity relevant to the moral dimensions of human life?”  (FitzPatrick, pers. com., 21.08.02) 

VI. Rescuing the Virtues

What of the next stage in Foot’s argument – the move to the evaluation of human lives?  All along I have interpreted her as claiming that there is an analogy between the criteria we use for determining goodness in plants and animals and goodness in human beings.  Now despite the fact that Foot wants to draw distinctions between the goodness of human beings and that of non-human living things, she nevertheless bases her position on the claim that the type of evaluation in both spheres is the same.  The criteria used to decide whether someone is a good human being is the same as those used to evaluate all other living creatures.  That is, we look at the kind of living things human beings are in order to see what their good is and how they can  achieve this.  

Note however that, if FitzPatrick’s arguments are sound, we can no longer say that the characteristic (normative) way of life for humans is a special case of natural teleology (due to the large variety of human goods), but nevertheless geared - as in the case of plants and non-human animals - towards welfare. Welfare is not the ultimate end of natural teleology.  

What might be open to us is to argue that evaluation of human behaviour is still subject to certain restrictions, as in the case of other types of living beings.   

Unlike plants and animals, humans choose between alternative courses of action in order to select from the diversity of human goods and thus to live good human lives.  However, the evaluation of human beings is still subject to certain biological, social and rational limits.  Thus, lack of capacity to reproduce is a defect in a human being as far as our biological nature is concerned and someone’s failure to use his or her abilities as a leader can be a defect in their social nature.  When it comes to our nature as rational beings we can also be defective e.g. in practical reasoning.  So the immoralist is defective when she asks for a reason to keep a promise when it is not in her interest to do so. Foot’s position is not to be confused with evolutionary ethics.(24)  She is not arguing here that we ought to be virtuous because virtuous behaviour is the result of natural selection. Evolutionary ethics, in one form or another, argues for moral objectivity by pointing out that morality has evolved.  It claims that humans are moral as a result of natural selection, so they ought to be.  Foot’s position, as I understand it, is that humans ought to act in accord with the virtues because human beings are rational and being rational they see the conceptual connection between acting well (virtuously) and acting rationally.  It cannot be the case that her justification for the virtuous life is based on the fact that certain traits of human-beings have evolved.  This supposed fact about traits, including virtuous behaviour, is not what determines how human beings are to live their lives. For instance, if evolution had this justificatory role, then actually showing that human females protect and nurture their young as a result of natural selection would be a strong argument against emancipation. The question each human being asks is whether his or her action is consistent with the general patterns of human life and behaviour that we outlined earlier.    

It can be accepted that there is an evolutionary aspect to the sorts of biological, social and rational limitations that exist and their associated affections i.e. they can to some extent be accounted for in terms of natural selection.(25)  However, the question Foot asks is whether we have reason to be virtuous given the existence of these limiting frameworks.  Because, as human beings, we are not determined by nature, there is an amount of leeway in the area of what goods we can pursue.  Nevertheless, we need the virtues because these are essential to the attainment of those goods.  So, even if my decision to devote my life to symphonic composition entails a decision not to have children, for instance, I would not be able to get on without being virtuous.  This would only be so if I could somehow a) have a fulfilling career as a composer without this requiring any social interaction and b) I could live a good life simply by composing and ignoring all other aspects of my personal development.  

Unfortunately, there are serious problems for this line of argument.  It is especially prone to certain objections because of the attempt to evaluate human behaviour by adopting methods employed to set standards of excellence in the rest of the natural world.

Let us return for a moment to polar bears.  We know what they do as polar bears, as members of the species.  When a male bear attacks cubs this is not defective (for a male bear).  What then, should we say about angry humans?  Why is anger not a virtue?  Surely it is something essentially human, so it cannot be defective and it can contribute to human flourishing:

“We are very selective about which parts of the natural human constitution we think of as virtuous.  Rage at slight insults or disloyalties, or intimidating displays of physical force, are as essentially human as promise-keeping or generosity, and in the past have often aided the flourishing of individuals and groups”. (Morton, 2001) 

Furthermore, animals and plants are relatively unproblematic as far as flourishing is concerned.  Their lives are determined by nature.  But as Morton also points out, if  human morality is intimately connected with human flourishing, then:

          “Most societies have achieved stability to the benefit of their members through the dominance of the old, the rich and the male.  But this is certainly not beyond moral criticism.  And some traits – the willingness to allow children control over their lives, for example – may be real virtues, though they are often not exemplified in successful human societies.” (Morton, 2001)

So we can criticize a flourishing society from a moral point of view.  But the notion of flourishing was supposed to furnish us with the criteria for the application of moral concepts.  

Bernard Williams has worried about rationality as the distinguishing characteristic of humans.  We are different from other species in that we deliberate between goods and indeed the exercise of the virtues shows that we subject our various dispositions to the demands of reason.   But if we are looking for what sets us apart, why not opt for other aspects of human nature, such as making fire, having sex without regard to season, polluting the environment and killing for fun?(26) 

In reply it might be argued that we should not look for the distinguishing trait and then build our ethical system around it.   Rather, we should construct a morality that facilitates human flourishing based on an acknowledgment of the variety of distinctly human characteristics.  This brings us back again to the virtues but it has not really answered Williams.  We are trying to find out what it is to be human so that we can specify what it is to be a good human being.  Employing the method Foot used for the rest of nature, we should look at what humans actually do. But then all the above characteristics need to be taken into account.  In forming the descriptive picture we should appeal to them all equally.  But can we decide on a set of virtues that will also include e.g. malevolence and ruthlessness?  If we leave out the vices, then on what grounds?  Perhaps they are also necessary for the fulfillment of human needs. Indeed, why call them vices?(27)

There is also the related problem of pluralism.  Does virtue ethics provides us with a single list of virtues such that, if all humans act in accord with them, both the individual and human society will flourish?  As Harman points out:

          “One way for this to fail would be that a satisfactory outcome for people would require some human beings to have one set of character traits while others had a different set, as in Nietzsche’s master and slave moralities (and somewhat as there are worker bees and queen bees).” (Harman, 2001)

Within and between societies there might be different beliefs about what is the good for man.  Engaging in rational argument presupposes that some beliefs about human good are erroneous but this is no guarantee that they can be shown to be so.  Indeed, there are plenty of examples in moral philosophy where such beliefs differ markedly from each other and issue in irreconcilable actions.(28)        

VII. Conclusion

The above-mentioned point about conflicting character traits has certainly worried virtue ethicists and attempts have been made to show the difficulties involved in trying to include traditional vices in the list of virtues required to live a good life.  More work has to be done in this area and on the claim that the virtuous life benefits its possessor if virtue ethics is to hold its own and compete with utilitarian and deontological theories.(29)  

What I have rejected in this essay is the claim that looking at the non-human natural world can help justify virtue ethics.  Initially the project looks promising because we can identify certain evaluative judgements about living things which are objective in that they do not require reference to conative states.  The relevant criteria that has to be satisfied in order for something to be a good example of its kind e.g. a good oak, can be independent of valuers.  Compare this with a judgement such as “this is a good carving knife”.  

But excellence in nature cannot be used to support virtue ethics.  In the first place, plants and non-human animals do not behave in characteristic ways because it benefits them to do so.  The ultimate end that explains the behaviour is gene-propagation.  Can we then argue on this basis that human actions are welfare-oriented and that this accounts for the existence of the virtues - they benefit their possessor? Granted, there are cases where species members have passed on genes because the associated behaviour was beneficial.  But do we want to claim that we need the virtues for some end not generally related to welfare which sometimes can only be realised if virtuous behaviour is beneficial?

Secondly, and just as problematic, there are numerous examples in nature where gene-propagation is achieved in ways that are clearly not beneficial to the organism(s) involved.  So goodness in nature is often inimical to welfare.  Are the virtues then sometimes such that we would be better off without them? 

Finally, I believe that what human beings have inherited as a result of natural selection can have an influence on the shape of their moral systems. So, for instance, I think there are grave problems for a virtue ethicist who wants to emphasize impartial benevolence rather then familial bonds.(30)  But this is not to deny the difference between the demands of our biological inheritance and those of practical reason.  Or do we want to go the way of Nietzsche and use nature as an argument against the validity of traditional virtues?:

“The beginnings of justice, as of prudence, moderation, bravery – in short, of all we designate as the Socratic virtues, are animal: a consequence of that drive which teaches us to seek food and elude enemies.  Now if we consider that even the highest human being has only become more elevated and subtle in the nature of his food and in his conception of what is inimical to him, it is not improper to describe the entire phenomenon of morality as animal.”  (Nietzsche, from Daybreak, in Nietzsche, 1977 p.92)   

Notes

  (1). For examples see SHAW, 1997 and FRASZ, 1993.

  (2). See SHAW (op.cit) and FRASZ (op.cit.) For a general comparison of the three systems see  OAKLEY, 1996.

  (3). See TAYLOR, 1986, especially chpt. 3. 

  (4). See LEOPOLD, 1970, especially “The Land Ethic”, pp.237-264. Cooper discusses the extension of the class of moral subjects in COOPER, 1998.

  (5). From her article “The Objection to Systematic Humbug” in MIDGELY, 1983 p.98.

  (6). For a discussion of the earlier work see SIMPSON, 1987 pp.83-98.

  (7). Foot says “there must be a systematic connection between natural goodness and benefit–  whether reflexive or other-related”. (Foot, 2001 p.42) On the same page she says there is no necessary connection - the swift deer, for example, can fall into the hunter’s trap and a stung gardener might destroy a hive.  But this is to ignore a real problem, namely the nature of the connection between trait and individual benefit.  The vicious person could argue that other- regarding virtues like charity do not benefit their possessor.  As a possible reply, see  HURSTHOUSE, 1999 p.209 where she compares charity and bee stings.

  (8). The term comes from THOMPSON, 1995 p.267.

  (9). See FOOT, 2001, chpt.1 and the papers in HUDSON, 1969.

(10). FOOT, 2001 p.56.

(11). ANSCOMBE “On Promising and its Justice”, especially p.18.  Her article “Modern Moral         Philosophy” (see bibliography) heralded a revival of interest in virtue ethics in the late 1950s.

(12). FOOT, 2001 p.63.

(13). For more details on peppered moths see DAVIES, 2001 pp.20-21. 

(14). See FITZPATRICK, 2000 pp.114-118.  Interestingly, Cooper argues that the value theory of an  environmental ethic is often at fault because it employs notions of teleology and function that science is not ready to accept.  See COOPER, 1998.   

 (15).These examples are found in BEDAU, 1992 pp.786-787 and p.790. Unlike FitzPatrick, Bedau  argues that welfare must enter into the etiology of a trait if the trait is to have a function.

 (16). For more detail see FITZPATRICK, 2000 pp.74-77.

 (17). FOOT, pers.com. 15.07.02.  In a later e-mail (pers. com.25.08.02) she said she had misinterpreted his book.  But she still appears to reject the main thrust of FitzPatrick’s argument. See note 23 below.  

 (18). On turtles see FITZPATRICK, 2000 pp.132-138.  The point about gasoline is on p.243.  For further discussion of function see ALLEN and BEKOFF, 1995, WOODFIELD, 1976 and  GARRET, 2001.

 (19). On swifts see FITZPATRICK, 2000 pp. 193-202.  For a discussion of the rival theories see  DAWKINS, 1989, chpt.7 and SHANAHAN, 1998.

 (20). For an account of ‘good’ as an attributive adjective see GEACH, 1967.

 (21). WILLIAMS, 1993 p.40. 

 (22). The phrase is from Holmes Rolston III.  My discussion of a diseased species is based on the Yellowstone ethicists’ view of pinkeye. See ROLSTON, 1998 p.128.

 (23). Foot has thrown me somewhat by remarks in a recent e-mail (pers.com.25.08.02) to the effect that examples such as the Bruce effect could not be a challenge to her position.  She says that 

         what she did was give an informal definition of ‘natural goodness’ and then show how it applies to each of the three areas of living things.  As I see it, this means that talk about animals and plants is irrelevant to any argument for moral objectivity except in so far as we can point to  nature for additional (and indisputable) examples of evaluation that are independent of  conative states.  I think this view is compatible with the interpretation I suggested earlier, where one just evaluates (judges X to be good) in terms of the characteristic (natural) way of life of the species. However, the common evaluative element shared by the three groups can then no longer include the welfare-related function of traits because the concept of welfare (the good of an X) undergoes a radical change of meaning in the case of animals and plants.  Their good can at best be only a proximate end served by their goodness i.e. by their characteristic traits. 

(24). For criticisms of evolutionary ethics see LEMOS, 1999. Also SHRADER-FRECHETTE, 2001, especially pp.90-91.

(25). See DARWIN,1871, chpt.4.

(26). These characteristics are mentioned in WILLIAMS, 1993 p.59.  The neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics he is attacking uses the ergon argument in “The Nicomachean Ethics”.  See ARISTOTLE, 1976 pp.73-77.

(27). O’Neill considers the possibility that virtue is logically dependent on vice and also the claim that the virtue/vice distinction is dependent on context in O’NEILL, 1997.

(28). For different interpretations of ‘pluralism’ and the relationship between rationality and beliefs about what is good see O’NEILL, 1993, especially chpt.6.  On belief and action see PHILLIPS and MOUNCE, 1969.

(29). See the papers by MCDOWELL in the bibliograpy and HURSTHOUSE, 1999.  

(30). For clashes between impartial benevolence and familial bonds see HORNBY, 2001.    
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