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EMPIRICAL ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS

Y.S. Lo

1. Introduction

In popular terms, “moral relativisin™ refers lo the view that no across-
the-board moral standards exist: values and disvalues, rights and wrongs, are
relative to different groups, and, in the extreme case, to individuals. The
growing altractiveness of this position — especially to younger generations
living in cosmopolilan societies — reflects the existence of wide and ap-
parently iiresolvable moral disagreements among people from different social,
cultural, and religious backgrounds. Relativism and its underlying skepticism
to universality can sometimes function as an antidote to fundamentalism,
challenging an authority’s imposition of supposedly absolute and universal
standards on the unwilling others, But when adopted as an automatic default
position, refativism runs the risk of moral isolation, blocking external eritique
and diminishing iniernal reflection. Just as global superpowers can use the
rhetoric of self-evident universal values (such as “universal human rights” and
“fair trade’™) for imperialistic advancements, regional powers can use the
rhetoric of relative values {(such as “Asian values” and religious values) to
sustain repressive practices.

Opposed to popular relativism and skepticism, and responding to the
phenomenon of evaluative divergence, is an optimistic belief embedded in
western liberalism, shared by many contemporary intellectuals. This is the
universalist belief that human nature is sufficienily uniform across cultures
and societies so that people with incompatible ethical and political stances, if
put under faverable conditions (such as Juergen Habermas’s “ideal discourse
situations” (Habermas, 1974 and 1990), John Rawls’s “veil of ignorance”
(Rawls, 1971, 1985 and 1993}, and Michael Smith’s “full rationality” (Smith,
1994Y), will eventually converge in their beliefs and attitudes {(or achieving
what Anthony Giddens calls “dialogic democracy” (Giddens, 1994), or what
Richard Rorty calls “social solidarity” among “liberal and tolerant fuzzies”
(Rorty, 1989 and 1991)).

The present project makes no assumptions about whether the optimistic
liberal view on the uniformity of human nature is true. Instead, it regards that
as an empirical matter which cannot be seitled by theorists @ priori. 1t notes
that no systematic and commonly accessible methods presently exist for
answering moral questions in the first place. It is the lack of such methods that
has led to the growth of skepticism and relativism in the face of continuing
moral disputes.
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2. Objectives

As an antidole to moral skepticism, imperialistic universalism, and
defensive relativism, the project’s first general objective is to provide a
conceptual framework within which systematic empirical methods can be
devised for determining (1) whether a pulative value is a genuine value, and if
so, whether it is universal or relative, and then (2) how compeling values are
to be prioritized.

The idea of using concrete empirical methods to answer abstract moral
questions is ceniral to the recently emerged interdisciplinary area of empirical
ethics. From an empiricist perspective, the project argues that many moral
questions about good and evil, right and wrong, are ultimately reducible to
empirica! questions about some human psychological capacities, tendencies,
and habits. Hence inquiries into value and morality require us to go beyond
pure reasoning and logical arguments, and step into the empirical world to
observe and investigate those aspects of the human being. This can only be
done via collaboration among the psychological and social sciences, the bio-
logical and neurological sciences, and history and philosophy. By identifying
particular aspects of the human psyche, and explaining how they are constitu-
tive of the ethical domain, the project will define new directions for inter-
disciplinary researches in empirical ethics.

Because empirical ethics takes scientific methodology so sericusly makes
it suited to the robust characler and naturalistic tradition of analytic philoso-
phy. Little interest in this new area of research, however, has been showed by
moral philosophers in such traditions, The project’s second general objective
is to communicate information about, and the development of, empirical
ethics to the wider philosophical community in Hong Kong and Australia.
Both are places where I have previously conducted relevant research.

3. Working Hypotheses

The project is humanist. 1t lakes ethics to be fundamentally about human
beings (instead of about God or some super agent devoid of human needs and
weaknesses). The first working hypothesis is that the purpose of ethics is to
answer how human beings can co-exist in suslainably happy and flourishing
ways, and to assist them doing so (cf. Hume, 1739-40 and 1751; MacIntyre,
1984; Williams, 1985 and 1995).

The project is also dispositionalist. lis second working hypothesis is that
core moral concepts can be analyzed and defined in terms of people’s
dispositions to give affective responses under a set of favorable conditions (cf.
Lewis, 1989; Johnston, 1989; Smith, 1994; Elliot, 1997). A useful analogy is a
form of dispositional account of colors, which understands an object as having
a parlicular color (for example, red) on the basis that normal people are
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disposed, under the favorable conditions for observing colors (for example,
under normal day light), to experience the object as looking that color.
Similarly, we can understand an object as having a particular moral property
(for example, value) on the basis that normal people are disposed, under the
favorable conditions for making moral evaluations, to have corresponding
affective response (for example, approbation) towards the object.

The choice of the humanist hypothesis and the dispositionalist hypothesis
will integrate well with the naturalistic and reductive approach of empirical
ethics. 1t will also permit the project to coniribute to the scholarship of David
Hume, which is significant in its own right.

4. A Humanist Dispositional Theory of Value

Based on the second hypothesis just discussed, the project will develop a
dispositional theory of value, which analyses the core moral concepts “value™
and “disvalue” (and other interdefinable concepts such as “obligation,” “right”
and “wrong,” “virlue” and “vice”). The schema of the theory is as follows:

T. X is {relatively/universally) valuable/disvaluable just if (some/all) human
subjects are disposed, under favorable conditions {C}, to feel the
sentiment of approbation/disapprobation towards X.

A parallel analysis of “obligation” will state:

The pursuit/avoidance of X is (relatively/universally) obligatory just if
{some/all} human subjects are disposed, under favorable conditions {C},
1o feel the sentiment of approbation/disapprobation towards X.

Using T as a general schema, we can also formulate parallel analyses for other
interdefinable moral concepts. But let us focus on T and lock at it in more
details.

First, different kinds of things can be valuable/disvaluable. Character
(raits constitute one kind. Valuable character traits are virtues; disvaluable
character trails are vices. Actions and behaviors can also be valuable/
disvaluable. The morally right ones are valuable; the morally wrong ones are
disvaluable. Similar considerations apply to material and abstract objects,
gvents, and states-of-affairs. As an analysis of ll\e general notions “valuable™
and “disvaluable,” T covers all sorts of things to which these notions can be
sensibly applied.

Next, to say “we are disposed under such-and-such condition to do such-
and-such” is just an abbreviated way of asserting “if we are (or were, or had
been) under such-and-such condition, then we will do (or would do, or would
have done) such-and-such.” A standard way of testing a statement like this is
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to meet the stated condition, and then check whether the expected result or
something similar follows. So, given T, in order to find out whether X is a
value, we need to find out whether we are disposed under conditions {C} lo
feel approbation towards X. In order to {ind out whether we are so disposed,
we need to do iwo things. First, we try our best to meet the approximate
conditions {C}. Second, while under those conditions, we see as honestly as
possible what evaluative responses we have towards X. We may feel appro-
bation/disapprobation towards it, or we may be indifferent. According to T,
approbation/disapprobation under conditions {C} indicates value/disvalue,
whereas indifference under such conditions indicates non-value.

Then, what exactly are the favorable conditions, which we must meet the
approximale in order to make correct or close-to-correct moral evaluations?
The project proposes the following three.

C!. The condition of being empathetically aware of relevant facts and
relations, vis-g-vis the object under evaluation. (Object-awareness
Condition)

C2. The condition of being empathetically aware of basic facts about human
nature. {(Human-nature-awareness Condition)

(3. The condition of non-egocentrically considering one’s particular interests
and relations vis-a-vis the object under evaluation. {Decentering Con-
dition)

These conditions are not dissimiiar to those that a competent judge or jury in
the court room is expected Lo meetl. The project argues that the choice of the
above conditions as faverable for making moral evaluations is directly sup-
porled by the humanist hypothesis (section 3 above). Suppose the hypothesis
is right in taking ethics as a syslem conducive (o happy and flourishing human
lives. Then moral evaluations (which are supposed to give us guidance on how
to live} must reflect the basic facts of human nature (for example, their basic
needs and desires, weaknesses and strengths) that set the perimeters within
which human beings can live happy and flourishing Hves. This explains C2’s
emphasis on the awareness of basic facts about human nature. Suppose the
hypothesis is also right in taking ethics as advantageous for human co-
exisience. Then, moral evaluations (which are supposed to guide our inter-
actions with each other) must be capable of being adopted by different human
individuals despite their diverse temperaments, interests, and circumstances.
One obvious way to facilitate the sharing of views and atlitudes is to
incorporate the operation of empathy as part of the proper communication
process. Empathy is the ability of entering into another’s personality. It hag
two components. The cognitive component involves accurately detecting
another’s feelings and perspectives. The affective component involves using
imagination to experience those feelings vividly and take for oneself those
perspectives that one detects in another, As a result, the greater the empathy
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people have for each other (both cognitively and affectively), the more likely
they are to come lo agreement. This explains C1 and C2’s emphasis on
empathic awareness. But a pre-condition for empathy is decentering ~ the
ability to sel aside lemporarily one’s particular attachments. Deceniering must
not be confused with self-denial. The second requires neglecting one’s
self-interests and relations. But the first requires considering and counting
one’s self-interests and relations, but in a non-egocentric manner — that is,
count them as a third party would count them. This is what is meant by C3’s
requirement of non-egoceniricity.

Now, given T’s analysis of value in terms of people’s dispositions 1o
respond under the specified favorable conditions, we can see that a major
source of evaluative error is that people make evaluations under less than
favorable conditions. To use the analogy of color again. An inexperienced
observer might mistakenly judge a red object to be brown because of dim
lighting. Similarly, an inexperienced evaluator might fail to feel disapproba-
tion towards a bad behavior and so judge it to be morally neutral. For this
inexperienced evaluator might be evaluating it under less than favorable
conditions. For instance, the evaluator might dislike, and so have low empathy
for, the person at the receiving end of the behavior (that is, condition C3 not
met). Just as not meeting the favorable conditions can cause error in our moral
judgments, belter satisfying those conditions can make our judgments more
reliable. Due to new awareness of some basic facts of human nature (and so
better satisfying condition C2), person might give up their originally negative
moral judgment of some kind of behavior (for example, homosexuality). In
short, the progress of our moral knowledge depends to a large exient on the
progress we make on meeting those three favorable conditions. It is unrealistic
to expect people to satisfy those conditions fully whenever they make moral
evaluations. The main point of T, as we get betier at meeting or approximating
those conditions — by trial and error, accumulated knowledge and experience
of human life, and continual practice of empathy — is that our sentiments of
approbation and disapprobation will become better indicators of value and
disvalue.

Note that T gives only a qualitative analysis of the concepts “value” and
“disvalue,” the function of which is to find out what values exist. But that is
not enough for solving ethical problems about value. For even if we could
identify all the values in the world, by testing people with methods based on T,
we would still have the problem of how to prioritize contlicting values. For
example, a pristine wilderness area free from human interference might have a
value in itself that should be preserved; but the opening of the area to travelers,
researchers, or developers might bring into being other values, such as
aesthetic pleasure derived from visiting the area, improvement of human
health because of the discovery of ingredients in the area for new medicines,
or an increased standard of living for the local community due to the
develepment of new infrastructure in the area. So, in order to solve the
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problem of conflicting values, which is especially relevani to social policy-
making, a quantitative analysis of value is also needed. Based on the two
working hypotheses discussed before, the project proposes the following
general schema for a quantitative analysis of value,

T*. X is (relatively/universally) more/less valuable/disvaluable than Y just if
(some/all} human subjects are disposed, under favorable conditions {C*},
to feel more/less of the sentiment of approbation/disapprobation towards X
than towards Y.

Since prioritizing different values is quite a different task from identifying
them in the first place, the project will look inio the possibility that testing
people under condition T* may need a different set of “favorable conditions”
from those associated with examining people under T. After both, possibly
over-lapping, sets of favorable conditions are fully specified, the complete
versions of T and T* will then set the conceptual framework within which
systematic and empirical methods can be developed for finding out (1) the
values of a population of any size, and (2} the priorities over those values.

5. Applying the Theory

Building on my previous work on environmental ethics (Lo, 1999 and 2001¢)
and current work on bioethics, the project seeks to use the dispositional theory
just described 10 analyze and assess value-conflicts in ethical debates
concerning (1) conservation and land management, and (2) the application and
development of biotechnologies.

We have seen that the proposed dispositional theory of value reduces the
study of moral value and obligation 1o an empirical study of people — more
precisely, their dispositions to give some kind of affective responses under the
three humanist favorable conditions, C1, C2, and C3. In order 1o apply the
dispositional theory to find out the conflicling values involved in a moral
debate, the first thing we need to do is to assist the participants in the debate to
put themselves under those three hurnanist favorable conditions. These condi-
tions, as we have seen, are conducive to honest and empathic communication,
which will in turn increase the chance of convergence in beliefs and attitudes.
The process of using the theory to test the values of people from diverse
backgrounds on divisive issues will itself facilitate (though not guarantee)
conflict resolution. And its application targeted populations or groups facing
particular social or ethical problems should promote community-based and
ethically informed policy-making. The project argues that active application
of the proposed dispositional theory to people in real life situations of social,
political, and moral conflicts will assist the advancement of modern liberal
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democracy towards its optimal forms, which can accommodate differences
and yet refain standards - both within humanist boundaries.

6. Contemporary Metaethics

In the course of developing the dispositional theory of value, the project will
also re-conceplualize and coherently answer a series of long-standing meta-
ethical problems. In particular, the project defends the following four
positions that are logical consequences of the dispositional theory. (1) It
defends the view that value/disvalue is ontologically objective but concep-
tually subjective — that is, value/disvalue can exist in the absence of the
evaluating subject’s positive/negative response, although the concept of value/
disvalue cannot be analyzed or defined without reference to the evaluating
subject. (2) It argues that immorality is a particular kind of emotional — instead
of a rational — deficiency. While some level of rationality is necessary for
moral behavior (as it is necessary for many other kinds of behavior), no
amount of rationality is sufficient for an ethical or good human life. (3) It
argues that g priori reasoning and logical arguments cannot rule out the
empirical possibilities of moral relativism (that is, the view that there exist no
universal values that are morally binding for all human beings), and that the
truth/falsity of any claims about universal and relative values can only be
determined by empirical tests based on the proposed dispositional theory. (4)
It argues that the only unifying denominator, if any, in terms of which
different values can be weighed against each other, is an emotion (or a range
of emotions) that is quantifiable and can be experienced by human beings
under the favorable conditions for assessing those different values. Whether
there exists such an emotion (or range of emotions), is an empirical matter of
fact to be investigated by the psychological and neurobiological sciences.

The combination of these positions represents a novel stance in mela-
ethics, and offers a useful way to recast, reconnect, and resolve classic debates
between objectivists and subjectivists ((1) above), between rationalists and
sentimentalists ((2) above), between universalists and relativists ((3) above),
and between monists and pluralists ({4} above). Given the limited space here, 1
will elaborate a little more only on (1) and (3).

A. Objectivism and Subjectivism

Give schema T, value is conceptually subjective in that il analyzes the concept
“value” in terms of concepls of some features of subjects, and so makes the
former conceptually dependent on the latter. Bul value is also objective in
some senses under T.

In the Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, objectivism of value is
described as the view that “value is nol a category distinctively attuned to
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human concern but exists independently of human interests.”(Wallace 1998).
In this sense, Humean value is objective. Given T, to say that X is valuable is
equivalent to asserting the conditional statement that if peopie are, or were, or
had been, in the favorable conditions C1, C2, and C3, then they will feel, or
would feel, or would have felt, the sentiment of approbation towards X. This
conditional assertion can be true even if no one has the sentiment of
approbation towards X. For it might be the case that no one has vet met all the
favorable conditions for giving reliable sentiments, but if they had met those
conditions they would have approved of X. As lack of approval from people
towards X does not imply that X is not valuable, similarly, T allows the pos-
sibility that people might incorrecily approve of something that is not gen-

uinely valuable because they are not evaluating under the favorable conditions.

For T allows that value can exist in the absence of subjects’ positive
evaluative response and that things can be valuable without being valued. This
means that value is onlologically objective, Since T reduces facts about values
io objective facts about the psychological dispositions of subjects, it is a form
of cognilivism that makes a place for truths and mistakes about values, It
explains how such mistakes come about and tells us how te improve.

In short, if T is correct, then value is both objective and subjective, but in
ways compatible with, and complementary to, each other, which is, in my
view, an advantage of the theory.

B. Universalism, Relativism, Nihilism

Under schema T, all values are relative. Because universal values are just one
particular kind of relative values — namely, values relative to all people. T
implicitly allows meiaethic relativisni, the view thal non-universal relative
values are nonelheless as genuine values as universal ones. But whether a
puiative value is universal (or for that matter, whether it is a genuine value)
remains an empirical question,

Now, unless moral universalism (the view that some values are universal)
is held as a closed theory, we must not rule out the possibility of a genuine
other, someone who has genuinely different evaluative dispositions from
ours — that is, different moral sentiments even under the same favorable
conditions. The possibility of a genuine other sets a limit to the universalist
oplimism. As no a priori reason exists for thinking that all people must
invariably share the same set of evaluative dispositions, it would be un-
reasonable to insist that whenever someone evaluates differently from how we
would evaluate, she must have failed to satisfy the ideal conditions. It is not
true that people must belong to each other come what may! The possibility of
evaluative diversily under favorable conditions is just as real as the possibility
of evaluative convergence under those conditions.

Despite ifs allowance for moral relativism (the view that some values are
non-universal), schema T in no way suggests that we should not act according
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to our values or lake measures to encourage others to adopt them even if they
are not umiversal. People’s evaluatlive dispositions are evolutionary and
cultural produets, and the products of personal history. They are not fixed
absolutes but malleable 1o some extent. 1If T is right in understanding values as
fundamentally anchored by people’s evaluative dispositions, then values can
be created and relative values can become more universal, to the extent that
people can cultivate, negotiate about, and converge in, their evaluative
dispositions.

7. Hume Scholarship

The project is Humean as much as it is humanist. it aims to contribute fo
contemporary scholarship on the 18th century empiricist philosopher David
Hume, whose work has been a major influence on the development of modern
analytic and empiricist philosophy. Building on my previous work on Hume
(Lo, 2001a, 2001b, and 2006z), the project seeks to update his work on moral
philosophy through its engagement with recent debates in metaethics and the
new findings of empirical ethics.

In the course of developing the dispositional theory of value, the project
draws upon theoretical resources from Hume, and advances a new contro-
versial interpretation of his work on virtue and vice, moral motivation, and the
purpose of morality. Against a well-known set of orthodox readings of Hume
since the 1960s (for example, Hare, 1963; Foot, 1963; Flew, 1969; Harrison,
1976; Mackie, 1980; Ayer, 1980; Brown, 1988; Snare, 1991; Bricke, 1996;
Wallace, 1998; and Baillie, 2000), the project will argue for the following four
interpretations of Hume. (I) Hume himself does not endorse the so-called
“Hume’s Law” — the thesis that no evaluative “ought” can be derived validly
from any erapirical “is.” (2} He is a cognitivist and a descriptivist — that is, he
thinks that moral judgmenis (unlike expressions of emotion such as “boo,”
“hurrah™ are capable of being true or false, and that they describe some
matier of facts about the world. (3} He is neither an internalist nor an
exiernalist — that is, he does not think that all moral judgments by themselves
can motivate people who make those judgments to behave accordingly, nor
does he think that no moral judgment can do that. For him, only a special class
of moral judgments is intrinsically motivating without any external help. (4)
Finally, he uphelds a version of the dispositional theory of value as previously
described.

This scholarly aspect of the project is intended to confirm Hume’s
pioneering empiricist and quasi-scientific approach to ethics, and argue that it
provides a historical precedent for the recently emerged interdisciplinary
researches in empirical ethics.
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8. Approach and Methodology

The project argues for, and employs, a general model for effective ethical
inquiry, which assigns a particular role to empirical ethics in relation o
exisling areas of moral philosophy. This general model distinguishes four
main areas of ethical inquiry. They are: (1) applied ethics, which seeks to
come up with particular moral judgments about concrete moral issues (for
example, abortion in the case of deformed fetus); (2) moral theory (or
normative ethics), which seeks to come up with general moral principles about
what kinds of things are valuable/disvaluable, or what kinds of behaviors are
right/wrong; (3} empiricist metaethics, which seeks to analyze core moral
concepts in empirical terms, and so reduces moral properties to empirical
features of the world; and (4) empirical ethics, which seek to verify particular
moral judgments and general principles, by empirically and scientifically
identifying concrete or abstract objects that fit the empiricist metaethical
analyses. The diagram below shows the interactions among the four areas of
ethical inquiry:

EMPIRICAL
ETHICS

empirical & scientific
identification of
cancrete/absiract objects
that fit the
enpiricist metuethical
analyses

anew interdisciplinary area involving
philosophy, psychology &
neuzobiology

e oy

Under this model, effective ethical inquiry begins with some debates on
particular moral issues. Such debates usually contain a mixture of (1)
particular moral judgments in area of applied ethics (for example, in the
abortion debate, the conservative judgment “abortion is wrong even if the
fetus is severely deformed™) and (2) general moral principles used in building
systematic moral theories (such as “human life is valuable,” “we should
always act in such a way that maximizes values™). The ideal state of this
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mixture is the so-called “reflective equilibrium,” where one’s particular moral
judgments are maximally consistent with one’s general moral principles {(cf.
Rawls, 1971).

Then, based on the moral language(s) that we use to carry out the moral .

debates in the first place, we proceed to (3) empiricist metacthics, where we
examine the core moral concepts (such as “value” and “obligation™) used in
those debates and other types of ethical discourse including those in fictions
and films. In particular, we analyze the core moral concepts in empirical terms,
and so reduce the corresponding moral properties to some empirical features
of the world. For instance, the dispositional theory of value posited in the
present project reduces the moral property of value to some empirical features
of human beings. It is crucial fo recognize that a good conceptual analysis
needs to caplure “folk platitudes” about the concept being analyzed (Jackson,
1998). These platitudes about moral concepts can be found in real ethical
debates in the society, and also in debates among applied ethicists in more
academic venues. But folk platitudes about apparently the same concept might
be diverse. So the study of people’s real reactions in ethical debate is essential
for deciding which set of platitudes are more central than others. In cases
where conflicting platitudes appear o be equally central, the concept in
question may be vague or ambiguous, so requiring further analysis (cf.
Brennan, 2004).

Next, building on the empiricist metaethical analyses of moral concepts,
we proceed to (4) empirical ethics, where we employ empirical and scientific
means to identify which objects fit or do not fit the metaethical analyses. We
find out whether an object (be it concrete, say, a forest, or abstract, say, a form
of life) has some moral properties (for example, the property of being valuable)
by finding out whether it has their empirical equivalents (that is, whether it is
such that people are disposed under favorable conditions to approve of). To
use an anti-abortion and anti-euthanasia premise as an illustration: the analysis
given by the project tells us that the only way to assess the moral principle
“human life is always valuable no matter what” is to put people under
conditions C1, C2, and C3, which are favorable for making evaluations, and
then to check their subsequent responses towards different forms of human
life. Human life is always valuable no matter what if and only if people are
disposed under those favorable conditions always to value human life no
malter what.

In term of the methodology for theory application, a useful comparison is
Rawls’s dispositional analysis of distributive justice. It says that “just” or
“fair” principles of distribution of social goods are exactly those principles
that people are disposed, under favorable conditions, to choose. The favorable
conditions, he argues, are the conditions of being “behind a veil of
ignorance™ — that is, to lack information about one’s particular characteristics,
attachments, and position in society, and so be unable to make choices that are
calculated solely to advance one’s own self-interesl. In the early 1990s,
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syslemalic empirical work in social and political sciences was carrted out in
the United States, Canada, Poland, and South Korea (Bond and Park, 1991,
Frohlich and Oppenheimer, 1992} to test the Rawlsian analysis of justice. This
involved using social psychological experiments with focus groups to locate
people’s preference behind a simulated “veil of ignorance.” Similar empirical
studies have been carried out recently in Beijing, Taipei, and Hong Kong
(Chan, 2004; Lai, ef al, 2003).

Consider the following parallels between Rawls’s analysis and the one
proposed here. In order to find out what principles {(or objects) are just (or
valuable), we need firstly to put people behind the “veil of ignorance” (or
under “favorable conditions™ C1, C2, and C3), and secondly see what prin-
ciples (or objects) they choose (or approve of). Although, the Rawlsian veil of
ignorance is quite different from the favorable condilions specified by the
present project, the research methods and techniques employed in previous
applications of Rawls’s analysis of justice can be borrowed and modified for
the applications of the project’s analysis of value. Comparalive researches into
people’s evaluative dispositions under those favorable conditions promise to
inform the debate between universalism and relativism, and answer the crucial
questions about whether values are relative to soclal and cultural backgrounds,
and the scope of any universal values. In addition, the project’s analysis of
value will supplement recent interdisciplinary research into the neurobio-
logical mechanisms of moral cognition and evaluative responses (see, for
example, Greene et af, 2001; Montague ef ol, 2002; Casebeer, 2003, Casebeer
and Churchland, 2003). By specifying the conditions favorable for making
sound moral judgments, the project will advance the design of neurobiological
experiments so as to study people’s values proper, not merely their initial,
unconsidered evaluative atfitudes.

Equipped with the findings in empirical ethics about people’s evaluative
dispositions (whether they are delivered by social-psychological sciences or
neuro-psychological sciences), we can go back {o assess the moral debates
that originally started this process of ethical inquiry. The empirical evidence
from using the metaethical analyses 1o test real people’s evaluative
dispositions might confirm the applied-ethical judgments and the general
moral-theoretical principles that we have in the beginning of the debates. Or
the empirical evidence might disconfirm them and require their revision. For
example, if findings from empirical ethics suggests that people are disposed,
under the favorable conditions C1, C2, and C3, to value only some forms of
human life but notl others, then we will need to replace our initial moral
principle “human life is always valuable no matter what” by a more restricted
claim like “only some forms of human life are valuable.” And depending on
whether the deformed fetus in question is likely to have some valuable form of
human life, we will also need to revise our initial applied-ethical judgment
about whether abortion in the case of deformed fetuses is wrong.
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Under the present model of effective ethical inquiry, the interchange
among (1) applied ethics, (2) general moral theory (or normative ethics), (3)
empiricist metaethics, and (4) the newly emerged empirical ethics, is an
ongoing and expanding process of positive feed backs, constantly aiming at a
coherent viewpoint for connecting and assessing a diverse range of social
ethical problems.

By advancing empirical ethics in different communities, and providing a
framework for developing systematic methods of resolving moral disputes,
the project aims to ameliorate the problem of moral skeplicism characteristic
of contemporary sociely. As previously explained, the applications of the
project’s humanist framework to find out people’s evaluative dispositions (for
example, regarding conservation management and the use of biotechnologies)
will raise public parlicipation, and awareness of the importance of ethical
considerations, in the process of policy-making. Such applications will also
increase the likelihood of people’s convergence in beliefs and attitudes, and
assist the progress of liberal democracy.

9. From Environmental Virtees to Environment Values:
An Open Question

Hume has argued that in the case of the virlue of justice, relevant moral
seniiments can be cultivated and solidified via the communicative mechanism
of sympathy (see Lo, 2001a). If that is the case, then it is plausible that those
sentiments can also be internalized via the same mechanism to such an extent
that they will survive the reflections under the conditions C1, C2, and C3,
which are favorable for having reliable moral sentiments. Our moral
psychology is malleable regarding not only our surface evaluative attitudes,
but also our latent evaluative dispositions - though it is reasonable to expect
the attitudes to be more flexible than the dispositions. In short, if schema T is
correct in grounding values on people’s evaluative dispositions, then values
are 1o some exfent io be made.

Hume’s account of justice as an artificial virtue is a useful model for
practical environmental ethics. Just as Hume conjectures that justice is a virtue
parily because we have made it a virtue out of necessity and keep it so by
continually participating in ils conventions with both our moral sentiments
and behaviors, one may reasonably argue that we need to make some
environment-friendly character traits virtuous so to ensure the continuation of
human prosperity. Examples of prospective “environmental-virtues” are
modesty and thoughtfulness regarding the Earth’s natural environment, which
are expressed in activities such as recycling and reducing the consumption of
petrol and other products that cause air and walter pollutions. Like the virtue of
justice (the scope of which is defined by its social conventions and the initial
motive for participating in which is people’s regard to self-interest), the
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emergence of some environment-friendly characler (rails as social virtues
mus_[ be supported by conventions; and the initial motive in society for
environment-friendly behaviors is likely to be egoceniric and anthropocentric
On the necessity of justice as a virlue, Hume writes: -

{H.IOWGVGI' single acts of justice may be contrary [. . . to] privale inierest
“tis certain, that the whole plan or scheme is highly conducive, or indee(i
absolu?ely requisite, both to the support of society, and the well-being of
every individual.” Tis impossible to separale the good from the ill. [

E]very individual person must find himself a gainer, on balancing lhc
account; since, without justice, society must immediately dissolve, and
every one must fall into thal savage and solitary condition, which is
mﬁ_mtely worse than the worst situation that can possibly be suppos’d in
society. (Hume, 1739-1740, 3.2.2.22 (cited by paragraph, section, part, and
book)) T

Analogously, the necessity of environmentally-virtuous conventions can be
pul as follows:

However much a single exercise of environmental virtues, such as modesty
and thoughtfulness, may be conlrary personal interest and short-term
human'inlerests, it is certain that the whole plan or scheme is highly
conducive, and indeed absolutely requisite, to the support of the Earth’s
nal‘tfral environment, the human civilization, the survival of the Homo
'Saplens‘ species, and the well-being of every human individual. It is
impossible to separate the good from the ill. Every individual person must
find themselves a gainer, on balancing the account; since, without the rules
and conventions of those environmental-virtues, the natural environment
and human society must soon dissolve, and every one must soon fall into
that savage and impoverished condition, which is infinitely worse than the

\J\iorst situation that can possibly be supposed in an environmentally-
virtuous society.

A‘rguably, the egocentric and anthropocentric justifications for environment-
fr;e‘ndly behaviors are only the beginning of any durable environmentally-
eth-lcal‘ pra‘ctice. As Hume points out, the continual practice of the conventions
of justice in lflrger societies requires the development and internalization of a
nen-egoceniric sense of justice as a virtue, which motivates jusi behaviors
even w.hen that happens to be against self-interest. Similarly, if environ-
ment-friendly conventions are 1o survive in modem cosmopoli’tan socleties
whelre community ties and sanctions are weak and the femptation of
environment-damaging life styles is constant, then it is likely that people will
need‘to develop not only a non-egocentric sense, bul also a non-anthropo-
centlric sense of virtue in following those conventions and vice in violating
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them. This non-anthropocentric sense of different environmental virtues and
vices is in effect a set of internalized dispositions to experience different
moral sentiments, under the favorable conditions C1, €2, and C3, towards
different objects and behaviors. For instance, (o have a non-anthropocentric
sense of environmental-modesty as a virtue, and environmental-wastefulness
as a vice, is, among other things, to be disposed to feel proud for taking the
trouble to switch to solar energy, or for reducing the use of private vehicles by
taking public transport instead, or to feel guill and shame for forgetting to turn
off the air-conditioning before leaving home or office, or for making
unnecessary photocopies — even if the effects of such activities on oneself or
other human beings are negligible. For another example, lo have a non-
anthropocentric sense of respect for nature as a virtue is to be disposed to feel
the moral sentiments of disapprobation towards activities that endanger other
species or destroy their natural habitats, and approbation towards activities
that preserve those things — even if their destruction will cause littie
inconvenience to the human species.

The different moral sentiments that the environmenially-virtuous persorn
is disposed under the Humean conditions to feel will then motivate her to
behave virtuously towards the environment. Given schema T, because the
environmentally-virtuous person is disposed under the favorable conditions to
non-instrumentally approve of the preservation of the natural environment and
its nonhuman inhabitants, in effect, constitutes the moral fact that these
natural nonhuman entities are intrinsically valuable. The cultivation and
internalization of a non-anthropocentric sense of environmental virtues not
only produce environment-friendly behaviors but also create intrinsic values
in the natural environment. Given T, (relative/universal) intrinsic values exist
in nature if and only if some things in nature are such that (some/all) people
are disposed, under the favorable conditions, to experience the moral
sentiments of approbation towards them. Likewise, people can create
(relative/universal) values in nature if and only if (some/all) people can
successfully cultivate and internalize the corresponding psychological
dispositions. But can people create whatever value they will? Regarding the
development of the moral sentiments and dispositions that make justice a
valuable character trait, Hume writes:

[1]f nature did not aid us [. . .] twou’d be in vain for politicians to talk of
honourable or dishonourable, praiseworthy or blameable. These words
wou'd be perfectly unintelligible, and wow’d no more have any idea
annex’d to them, than if they were of a tongue perfectly unknown to us.
The utmost politicians can perform, is, to extend the natural senliments
beyond their original bounds; bul still nature must furnish the materials,
and give us some notion of moral distinctions. (Hume, 1739-1740,
3.2.2.25)
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The same point applies to environmental ethics — especially the neon-
anthropocentric theories that attribute intrinsic value to the nonhuman nature.
If valuable things are those towards which we are disposed to feel the pleasing
sentiments of approbation, but if we are not aiready bestowed with some
natural tendency to appreciate the natural world and/or its nonhuman
inhabilants as ends-in-themselves, then it will be in vain for philosophers Lo
argue that those things have intrinsic value and moral standing — these notions
will be perfectly unintelligible and will not have any sense annexed to them.
So, if schema T is correct in reducing values to human evaluative dispositions,
then the mos{ that non-anthropocentric environmental philosophers can do is
to be informed and realistic about human evaluative psychology, and try to
excite the relevant moral sentiments from us towards the objects of environ-
mental concern by calching our imagination and sympathetic understanding
with their philosophical arguments, and hope that those sentiments will endure
our reflections under the conditions favorable for making moral evaluations.
But afier all, this can happen only if there are already some original materials
of our moral psychology that underline our dispositions (if any) to appreciate,
respect, and care for those things, and give us some notion of their moral
significance. Whether, and to what exlent, there are any such original
ingredients of the human psychology, however, are more properly seen as
empirical (and therefore open) questions, which are not single-handedly
answerable by philosophers a priori.
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