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1. Introduction 

      World-views, religious beliefs and moral habits have recently been emphasized among the factors of sustainability.  Such elements, closely interacting with techniques and with economical and social systems, contribute to the environmental impact of different human societies, and, more generally, to the specific way in which humans experience nature. Within the ethical sphere, the dimension of virtue has recently gained increasing attention in scientific studies on ethics, both in philosophy – in the context of the rediscovering of practical philosophy (Riedel 1972) – and in neuroscience (Haidt and Joseph 2008, pp. 367-391).  My starting point is the following question:  are specific philosophical traditions of virtue particularly suited to an “ecological” re-interpretation? And  further: may certain virtues make a particular contribution to sustainability in a broad sense, which also implies an enrichment and refinement of our experience of nature? Virtually, the whole western philosophical heritage can be re-interpreted in this perspective, but certain traditions seem to be more suited to such a re-contextualization. The Aristotelian tradition (without excluding other philosophical streams) has recently proved its relevance in this perspective. The mere mention of the names of Hans Jonas, Martha Nussbaum, and Alasdair MacIntyre gives us a first evidence of the significant role played by this approach. The fruitfulness of Aristotelianism within the environmental debate can probably be brought back ultimately to the deep-running interconnection between biology, psychology, and ethics in the work of Aristotle himself. In opposition to later Cartesian dualism, the human being, within this perspective, has always been understood as being part of living nature while not being reducible to (non-human)  nature, as it happens in many forms of naturalistic monism (sometimes ecologically inspired).  In this essay, following, in particular, suggestions of MacIntyre (1999), I will try to draw on one of the most significant (and unjustly overlooked) historical and theoretical Aristotelian traditions, that is medieval scholasticism, through its highest representative, St. Thomas Aquinas.

       I do not believe (without having the possibility to prove this and many other assumptions within the limits of this essay) that an improvement of our environmental condition – to the extent to which it can be influenced by this order of factors – is to be expected by overcoming western humanism, but rather by a greening of it. Yet, because the reference to humanism seems to be quite vague, I would more precisely speak of personalism. This term, taken in the meaning that it has assumed in many traditions within nineteenth-century philosophy
,  subtends a subject that is essentially different from the modern subject, properly that subject that is mostly implied  (whether in order to “reform” it or fully to reject it) by contemporary environmental philosophy. To put it quite roughly, the modern, post-Cartesian subject is prevalently
 thought of as a self-sufficient individual in his ontological constitution, as well as in his power of knowledge and in his network of moral relationships.  On the contrary, the person, particularly in the neo-Aristotelian interpretation that I am trying to investigate, is internally defined by a network of relationships, beginning from his/her own body and his/her natural environment up to his/her connection to other people and even to the ultimate meaning of reality. In this sense, a certain interconnectedness, analogous to the ecological paradigm, has always been a characteristic of the person in the sense to which I am referring in my short inquiry in search of possible “environmental virtues”.

        As a guiding thread in this research toward a theoretical framework suited to adequately cope with our environmental challenges, I chose to follow a wide treatise within Thomas Aquinas' Summa Theologiae, the thirty questions (141-170) on temperance (temperantia) of the secunda secundae (the second section of the second part of the Summa, further abbreviated as IIa, IIae)
. This self-limitation seems to me both methodologically obliged (given the fact that, to my knowledge, Thomas' work has scarcely been studied in this perspective
) and because of the nature of temperance itself that, as we will see, implies reasonable self-restriction, which is particularly suited to be connected to the awareness of limits that is connatural to environmental ethics. The intention of this essay is not to analyse Thomas’ treatise in itself, either historically or theoretically - not even sketchily- but to take from it some inspiration that may support our reflection on a challenging moral issue of our time. The internal logic of this inquiry should have required us to take into consideration first of all the structure of Thomas' work as a whole and, secondly, other no less relevant parts of the Summa such as, for instance, his treatise on the creation, or those on the virtues of prudence, justice and charity, what has not been possible here but in the form of occasional references. Thomas' anthropocentrism (within his more essential theocentrism) is so clear, as well as his Aristotelian rationalism in ethics, that every attempt to deny or to weaken it would be both wrong and unfruitful. This does not imply any approval of any simplistic dismissal of his philosophical legacy as irredeemably anti-ecological
. This essay lies on exactly the opposite conviction of the latent potentialities of his thought in an environmental perspective.   

2. The place of temperance among virtues

        Thomas' treatise on temperance is much broader in scope than could be thought at first sight. It is true that temperance in a proper sense, according to Aristotle “is about desires and pleasures of touch», particularly referred to those operations «which preserve the nature of the individual by means of meat and drink, and the nature of the species by the union of the sexes. Hence temperance is properly about pleasures of meat and drink and sexual pleasures” (IIa IIae, q. 141, a. 4). But in so far as temperance in a wider sense implies the moderating guidance of reason exercised on the whole instinctual, emotional, and, as we will see, even intellectual sphere,  a number of other topics are taken into consideration by Thomas, among which: clemency and meekness and their contrary vices, cruelty and anger; the virtue of modesty and its species, particularly humility and its opposite vice, pride; studiousness and its opposite vice, curiosity; modesty “in the outward movements of the body» and «in the outward apparel”.  Though Thomas' emphasis is clearly on the individual dimension of this virtue, properly defined as the habit of rational control of bodily pleasures, temperance carries within itself a rich network of social, political, and –  as I will try to show – even environmental implications. Of course we were looking in vain (and not without forcing the real intention of Thomas) for that latter kind of content in explicit terms. However, an aspect repeatedly emphasized by Thomas in his moral reflection is the connection of the virtues to each other (IIa IIae, q. 141, a. 1). This also applies to temperance. Thomas stresses in particular its mutual implication with prudence; “The temperance which fulfils the conditions of perfect virtue is not without prudence” (IIa IIae, q. 141, a. 1).  And inversely, “according to the Philosopher (Ethic. VI, 5), intemperance is the chief corruptive of prudence” (IIa IIae, q. 153, a. 5). But prudence, as the recta ratio agibilium (“the right reason of things to be done”), is not just a specific virtue, but rather a virtue that is requested in all virtues as a formal element or as a condition for the possibility of them. This is particularly relevant for those virtues that have the most significant social impact, as is the case for justice and the “theological virtue” of charity. Indeed, Thomas sees as “evident that justice and fortitude are more excellent virtues than temperance: while prudence and the theological virtues are more excellent still” (IIa IIae, q. 141, a. 8). In this way, what seemed to be the strictly individual virtue of temperance proves to have a relevant influence on the whole domain of human agency: “Hence, while temperance directly moderates the passions of the concupiscible which tend towards good, as a consequence, it moderates all the other passions” (IIa IIae, q. 141, a. 3). Therefore, before entering into specific contents, we may observe that just the formal structure of Thomas' theory of virtue necessarily places temperance into the wider context of the human being's social as well as natural “environment”.

3.  Food, environment and the good life

        Consequently with the Aristotelian anthropology and ethics of Thomas,  precisely within our environmental perspective it is important to start close to the “bodily” dimension of temperance. Right and perverse use of food is the first of the two main issues considered by Aquinas. The environmental impact of eating habits is widely acknowledged in our time as an overarching perspective that connects many different topics with each other: individual lifestyle; bodily and psychic health; economic models and their environmental consequences; animal “rights” or welfare. Such a type of environment-centred conceptualisation obviously does not reflect Thomas' own perspective: he is and remains a medieval theologian, whose essential interest is the knowledge of God and of the way by which humankind can find its way back to Him. Eating habits in particular are considered by him essentially in a religious and moral/ascetic perspective, that is to say as far as they can influence (support or hinder) human being's spiritual life and relationship with God. However, his inquiry is situated within the framework of a consequently Aristotelian anthropology that includes notions of human physiology and psychology, and of the relationships - bodily and psychic as well - of humans to their environment. This “relational” and, in a certain sense, “naturalistic” study of moral life goes beyond the level of the individual in order to include the network of social and political consequences of the individual' s behaviour. The ultimate horizon of this deeply relational analysis of moral life is the relationship with God that is involved in every single moral act, as well as in the whole orientation of human life.   

        In the limited part of the Summa Theologiae that I have chosen to examine, the discussion of alimentary habits plays a relevant role, because the moderating of eating attitudes enters into the definition of temperance itself, as we have seen.  In question 147 in particular, St. Thomas deals with the issue of fasting. Without going into the normative and even juridical details of the quaestio, let us focus our attention on the essential aim of this practice. Fasting, Thomas admits, is conventional – in his time it was regulated by the Church for the whole society – as far as particular rules are concerned. But when we consider its fundamental meaning, it is instrumental to the good of the human being, that is, to the attainment of his/her last end:

fasting is useful as atoning for and preventing sin, and as raising the mind to spiritual things. And everyone is bound by the natural dictate of reason to practice fasting as far as it is necessary for these purposes. Wherefore fasting in general is a matter of precept of the natural law, while the fixing of the time and manner of fasting as becoming and profitable to the Christian people, is a matter of precept of positive law established by ecclesiastical authority (IIa IIae, q. 147, a. 3).

       Fasting as such, Thomas argues, is not merely conventional, but cadit sub praecepto legis naturae (“is a matter of precept of the natural law”) because it is as an expression of abstinence (see q. 146), a “subjective part”
 of temperance referred to the use of food and drink; but reason's governance of such aspects in general is necessary and not merely conventional. This follows consequently from Thomas' anthropology
: human being is not a disembodied soul, an essentially non-natural creature as it was understood in the radically dualistic and hyperascetic doctrine of the Cathars, but rather an incarnate spirit, to whom bodily, natural functions are not morally indifferent, but matter deeply. To put it more simply, by eating or not eating, by eating in this or another way, people do more than  merely satisfy a physiologic necessity, but actually decide about themselves, about what Thomas calls “man's last end”. Eating is a very significant moral and existential issue. 

       Such relevance is also reflected in the problems raised by Thomas in q. 147 and 148 – if we make an effort to intelligently translate his categories and terminology into the context and language of our time. Thomas asks: Is gluttony a mortal sin? Does everyone who neglects fasting commit a mortal sin?  He answers as follows: 

If the inordinate concupiscence in gluttony be found to turn man away from the last end, gluttony will be a mortal sin. This is the case when he adheres to the pleasure of gluttony as his end, for the sake of which he contemns God, being ready to disobey God's commandments, in order to obtain those pleasures  (IIa IIae, q. 148, a. 2). 

It will be a mortal sin to disobey a commandment through contempt of the lawgiver's authority, or to disobey it in such a way as to frustrate the end intended by him (IIa IIae, q. 147, a. 3).  

          As far as our topic is concerned, we can interpret his attitude in this way: though the matter of self-control in eating and drinking might appear of quite secondary importance, it can turn to be of crucial relevance for the accomplishment or the failure of human life in so far as it affects the relationship with God (“the lawgiver's authority”). What is particularly interesting, in our perspective, is the radically anti- Manichean character of  Thomas' position, which assumes that even the relationship with God may be determined by bodily – but nonetheless spiritually meaningful – circumstances, provided they  ultimately rely on free choices.  

        Through the specific prism of the question about fasting we take sight of a wider network of moral relationships connected to eating habits. Thomas observes that the vice of gluttony (q. 148) - that is opposed by the virtue of abstinence and particularly by fasting - may cause serious damage to human health, which implies a kind of violence against oneself: “Now man, by the vice of gluttony, inflicts an injury on himself: for it is written (Sirach 37:34): "By surfeiting many have perished." ”  (IIa IIae, q. 148, a. 3, ob. 3). More in general, the lack of rational self-guidance or, as we would put it, awareness in the mode of eating is an indirect cause of many other forms of moral disorder: «the sin of gluttony», continues Thomas, may also be considered “from the point of view of the result that follows, and in this way gluttony has a certain gravity, inasmuch as certain sins are occasioned thereby”. And a little further in his text, he points out that “gluttony is not the direct cause but the accidental cause, as it were, and the occasion of other vices” (IIa IIae, q. 148, a. 3). Characteristic of the human being is a deep interconnectedness between mind and body, between the individual and the social dimensions; therefore, beyond the direct, bodily self-damages caused by eating disorders, Thomas points to the psychic and moral connection between such disorders and other forms of moral evil, like those that may be brought back to ira (anger) (IIa IIae, 158), i.e. to the sphere of uncontrolled aggressiveness and violence. In this way, the seemingly merely private issue of virtue and vice concerning eating and drinking habits proves to have a much wider significance and leads us to the much higher sphere of justice, the virtue that per definition is ad alterum (referred to other people). Thomas' comprehension of temperance as applied to the alimentary sphere provides us with a stimulating relational framework within which we can better understand the consequences of eating habits on the economy, the environment, other people and other living beings, in terms of excessive interference and of structural violence
.        

4. Lifestyles, economy and the environment

      Thomas himself – beyond the original scope of temperance as reason's governance of basic human needs and instincts – extends his analysis to further aspects of human behaviour that I will now try to consider – paying attention to his method and principles, rather than to particular contents.  In questions 168 and 169, Thomas deals with  “modesty in outward movements of the body” (in play, in particular) and in the outward attire respectively. At the level of explicit contents, Thomas' moral analysis is limited to the discussion of the moral virtuousness or viciousness of certain external habits (postures, jokes, ways of dressing and similar issues) that have to be moderated by “modesty”,  a “potential part”
 of temperance; such analysis has therefore no particular relevance to our environmental perspective. However, his treatise's scope is wider, seen the network of relationships that connects such considerations with other moral, religious, social and even political aspects within the highly consequent architecture of the Summa.  Having taken this into account, let us consider the second article of question 169, where Thomas discusses the question Whether the adornment of women is devoid of mortal sin
. Thomas' answer to the question is affirmative: the adornment of women (and men) may be free from sin under given circumstances. The general context of such a stand is, as we have seen, Thomas' anti-Manichean assertion of the essential goodness of the worldly and bodily sphere, including its dimension of attractiveness. Interestingly, Thomas pays attention to the connection of this specific moral issue with economic life. Objection 4 (sed contra) sounds as follows: “On the contrary, if this were true [=if adornment as such would be a sin], it would seem that the makers of these means of adornment sin mortally”. But, “since women may lawfully adorn themselves, […] it follows that those who make such means of adornment do not sin in the practice of their art”. Analogously, in the previous question (169) Thomas, also showing attention to economic implications, had come to the conclusion that “the work of the occupation of play-actors, the object of which is to cheer the heart of man, is not unlawful in itself”, and consequently “those who maintain them in moderation do not sin but act justly, by rewarding them for their services” (IIa IIae, q.168, a.3). Voluntary simplicity, a highly praised value in environmentalist circles since the times of H. D. Thoreau
, in Thomas' spirit is doubtlessly to be appreciated and pursued, but not to be transformed into a rigid rule implying the condemnation of every supposed “superfluousness”. In both mentioned cases, Thomas elegantly shows that human artifice (the performances of actors as well as the adornment of the body) does not contrast as such with “nature”, but finds in nature its criterion and its source of moral justification
. Consumption and expenses have not to be kept to the minimal level of vital needs
, but may (and sometimes have to) be destined to things that are not strictly necessary for survival, but enrich human life with beauty, meaning and joy. Economical activities serving these purposes are in principle good and should not be banished.  

      For that which regards economic implications, Thomas properly distinguishes three possible cases: there are «arts» – economic sectors, as we would say – that are (morally) indifferent in themselves, so that their moral qualification comes essentially from the use of their products; there are arts that are evil in themselves, as is the case in the fabrication of idols; eventually, Thomas considers a third possibility:  “On the case of an art that produces things which for the most part some people put to an evil use, although such arts are not unlawful in themselves, nevertheless, according to the teaching of Plato, they should be extirpated from the State by the governing authority
” (IIa IIae, q. 169, a. 2, ad 4). Once again, we should consider here the method adopted by Thomas in his understanding of the relationships between individual behaviour and consumption, economy and politics, leaving out consideration of his evidently pre-modern conception of political power. Thomas maintains essentially that there is a connection between individual preferences pertaining to the individual body, economy and politics (not to abuse the term biopolitics), and that all these aspects should be ultimately considered in the perspective of a human being's last end. In the third aforementioned case, in the context of the article on the cosmetics industry (to put it in today’s' vocabulary), Thomas refers in passing (and vaguely) to that kind of economic activity that deserves no condemnation in principle, but insofar as it makes products that “for the most part some people put to an evil use”,  which makes in Thomas' opinion even harsh intervention by public power necessary. 

     The global meaning of Thomas' approach, which seems to me to go beyond its particular contents, is that individual lifestyles as well as economic initiatives do not belong to a sort of moral no-man's- land, merely responding to unquestionable individual preferences or to supposedly neutral “laws of the market”. Ultimately, the perspective of the common good (that includes and makes possible also the single person's good), may also question these aspects. Thomas does not endorse a merely procedural conception of politics, but (as it clearly results from other parts of his work) thinks rather that politics has to do with the common good (in our time we could say: human development) with a very substantial meaning, because its task is to create the conditions of peace and order for the practice of virtue, and therefore for happiness, in the earthly city
.  While his own understanding of politics was hierarchical – even in the quoted passage he is explicitly referring to repressive top-down measures –  we may of course think of politics in more diffused and participatory terms. In spite of these differences, Thomas' approach to politics implies that a community should today not be blindly subdued to economy and to “trends of the market”, but take ultimate responsibility for its governance, obviously, and differently than in Thomas' time, through democratic procedures and participation. Thomas' precious contribution consists in aiming at the good life for all as the authentic horizon of politics, and in affirming the necessity of an ethical governance of economy. Furthermore, the internal logic of Thomas’ anthropology and ethics is suited to include the “green content” of good life, and to stimulate a critical discussion (also at a political level) of lifestyles, patterns of consumption, and economy
.

5. Scientific knowledge and power over nature 

         The limits of our scientific knowledge of nature are today a central issue in the discussion on environmental hubris. To what extent are phenomena within the biosphere, and the consequences of anthropic interference with them, predictable? Our increasing awareness of the complexity, uncertainty, and of the non-linear, non-deterministic character of the dynamics of natural systems seems to require the adoption of an adequate precautionary principle, seeing that we are not dealing with “pure science” (if this has ever existed), but with the sometimes irreversible consequences of technoscience (think, for instance, of the environmental and ethical implications of bioengineering).  Some radical approaches maintain that mere precautionary measures within the “old” model of science are insufficient, invoking the introduction of a new “ecological” paradigm
, supposed to be the only one suited to face the ecological crisis adequately.  

       Does Thomas' treatise on temperance contain some inspiring suggestion to deal with such kinds of issues?  The analysis of knowledge is central to the whole philosophy of Thomas, but in the section of the Summa Theologiae that I have chosen to analyse, some moral aspects of knowledge in particular are taken into consideration. The questions on studiousness (q. 116) and curiosity (q. 117) deal respectively with the temperate and intemperate way of exercising knowledge; significantly, these questions are preceded by those on the original sin (q.163- 165)
. Thomas follows Aristotle in considering human beings as by nature aspiring to knowledge. However, he argues, exactly this natural desire gave the tempter the occasion to seduce our first ancestors: “Hence the devil, in tempting man, made use of a twofold incentive to sin: one on the part of the intellect, by promising the Divine likeness through the acquisition of knowledge which man naturally desires to have” (IIa IIae, q. 165, a. 2).  The first sin was prompted by an inordinate desire to obtain knowledge: “sometimes men forsake God's laws and the state of virtue through desire for spiritual pleasures, for instance, through curiosity in matters of knowledge: wherefore the devil promised man knowledge, saying (Genesis 3:5): "Ye shall be as Gods, knowing good and evil." ” (IIa IIae, q. 141, a. 4, ob. 4).  Thomas emphasizes the close connection of the disordered desire for knowledge and for power to the motivation to commit the original sin: 

The first man sinned chiefly by coveting God's likeness as regards "knowledge of good and evil," according to the serpent's instigation, namely that by his own natural power he might decide what was good and what was evil for him to do; or again, that he should of himself foreknow what good and what evil would befall him. Secondarily, he sinned by coveting God's likeness as regards his own power of operation, namely that by his own natural power he might act so as to obtain happiness (IIa IIae, q. 163, a. 2, italics added).  

        The story of the original sin shows us the ambiguity, according to Thomas, of the human desire for knowledge: good in and of itself, but exposed to the risk of going beyond the limits of human nature established by God—not as a burden, but as the foundation of the finite order that constitutes every created nature. For Thomas, aspiration to knowledge – often unconditionally praised in the western philosophical tradition – needs not to be repressed, but to be moderated: we need something like a discipline of knowledge. It is the reason why this issue is properly placed within the treatise on temperance.  

[Man] naturally desires to know something; thus the Philosopher observes at the beginning of his Metaphysics I, 1: "All men have a natural desire for knowledge". The moderation of this desire pertains to the virtue of studiousness; wherefore it follows that studiousness is a potential part of temperance, as a subordinate virtue annexed to a principal virtue (IIa IIae , q. 166, a. 2). In fact, 

on the part of the soul, he is inclined to desire knowledge of things; and so it behooves him to exercise a praiseworthy restraint on this desire, lest he seek knowledge immoderately (IIa IIae, q. 166, a. 2).

        In the treatise on temperance this issue is analysed essentially at the individual level. Though knowledge in general is natural and praiseworthy, not all things are equally necessary to be known in relationship to a certain person in the perspective of the attainment of that human being's last end.  A person's intellectual activity can be lively and intense, but at the same time with no centre nor any order of priorities. Indeed, even the appetite for knowledge may be immoderate: curiosity is a kind of intellectual vagabondage or bulimia, characterised by a disordered desire to obtain new knowledge. What the curious person misses or neglects, is the hierarchy of the realities to be known, measured with the criterion of their relevance for the attainment of man's last end—God, as the source of authentic happiness. In fact, as Thomas elsewhere states, “man's good consists in the knowledge of truth; yet man's sovereign good consists, not in the knowledge of any truth, but in the perfect knowledge of the sovereign truth, as the Philosopher states
 ”(IIa IIae, q. 167, a. 1).  

        How could we apply Thomas' reflection on the “discipline of knowledge” to the perspective of environmental sustainability?  Can the features of “curiosity” be identified also in a way of seeking knowledge-power over nature that is characterised by a certain fortuitousness and lack of connection to human life's last end, just as is the case in the curious individual? A first important step toward answering these questions is to critically distance ourselves from unconditional (and naïve) appraisals of the “intellectual curiosity” of scientists and technologists (as if research were not to a relevant extent dependent on external pressures, for instance that of military interests or of the demands of the free market economy). A second step – because not everyone is well-disposed toward Thomas’ specifically religious interpretation of the concept of the human being's last end – is to draw attention to the element of human (integral) development (including environmental quality) that such a concept certainly subtends, though Thomas himself sees a further meaning in such a concept. The question could sound like this: are all possible paths that contemporary techno-science opens to us, not infrequently prompted by economic interests, truly worthy of being followed if referred, to put it in Thomas' words, to “the perfect knowledge of the sovereign truth” ?  

        I think that a promising perspective, inspired by Thomas, could be a redefinition and extension of the “precautionary principle”.  Such a principle has usually been invoked in environmental contexts where people were supposedly threatened by extremely serious damages: a global environmental collapse; a severe depletion of environmental resources; severe harm to human health; the destruction of unique ecosystems; the dramatic decrease of biodiversity; environmental disasters, etc. Indeed, such kinds of perspectives put communities and policy-makers before a dramatic choice between adopting or not adopting given technologies (e.g. nuclear power), balancing the risks of action versus non-action. Many bioethical issues, for instance the manipulation of the human genome, often share the same dilemmatic structure
. It is not surprising that they also frequently lead to strong polarisation, if not fanaticism, in the public debate.

      Thomas' reflection on the discipline of knowledge/power stimulates us to increase our sensibility – and therefore to act cautiously – about perhaps less urgent, but non less important choices concerning the use of (scientific) knowledge and technology.  For the Aristotelian Thomas, knowledge occupies the highest position in the hierarchy of human faculties. Nevertheless, it needs to be governed by a righteous will, informed by wisdom. A system of knowledge prevalently governed by the demands of the market runs the risk of falling easily prey to a new kind of curiositas, that prompts research on industrial sectors and to the production of devices,  insignificant when not directly detrimental to human self-fulfilment in a natural environment of a good quality.  For instance it is understandable that for a scientist-technologist it could be intellectually intriguing to project new devices for virtual entertainment, or solutions to increase speed in transportation or in the growth of industrial farm animals for meat production. However, it may be asked if such developments really contribute to human development, whose own “truth” may conflict in such cases—it seems to me—with seducing perspectives of increased efficiency or economic results.  In Thomas' spirit, we could conclude that not every innovation is worthy of being considered fully rational, insofar as rationality in our time implies a certain consideration of—among others—animal welfare, ecological footprint, and a right conception of human bodily and psychic health. A narrow economic or technological “truth” does not coincide with the full rationality, therefore “temperance” is needed to keep one-sided knowledge/power under control—not to repress it, but rather to redirect it in a fully human (and rational) way. Techno-scientific rationality as such is not adequately equipped to see its own limitations: to this aim, we need a higher level of rationality: wisdom
. Only from such a far-seeing (and deeper-going) perspective will we become able to recognise the dangers of curiositas and opt for a reasonable self-limitation. The craze for technology
 (perhaps a modern expression of curiositas) cannot be overcome by dogmatic primitivism, but rather by a studiositas that may help science, technology, and economy contribute to human (and environmental) development
.

6. Virtue or happiness? A false alternative

       The vocabulary and the rhetoric that are current within the environmental movement (in both grass-root initiatives and official agencies) often refer to a certain behaviour that should be adopted by individuals (as imposed by law or through agreement) to reach given objectives. Is there some moral philosophy implicit in so much emphasis on what is recommended as “environmentally correct”? Not a specific philosophical ethics in most cases, though a certain prevalence of (environmental) duty and moral obligation seems to emerge. If we were looking for formal affinities with philosophical ethics, we could point to Stoic naturalistic duty ethics (Boersema 2000), or to Kantian rationalist duty ethics, while environmental catastrophism seems to concentrate more on unintentional consequences of environmentally unwise behaviour, what technically could be called a consequentialist
 way of proceeding. At any rate, what seems to be scarcely represented in most environmental communication and education is a positive reference to happiness, as if – to put it quite light-heartedly – we would actually be freer and happier without so many environmental preoccupations, although this is unfortunately (physically or morally) unsustainable.          

        Can the moral tradition to which I am referring here (the Christian Aristotelianism of Thomas) contribute to going beyond the limits of this kind of approach? As an Aristotelian, Aquinas sees no opposition between virtue and happiness (of which bodily pleasure itself is a component). On the contrary, he fully endorses Aristotle's conception of the pursuing of happiness (eudaimonìa) as the basic, natural tendency of human life that should not be frustrated, but rather well-directed to its authentic purpose (God), only whose knowledge and possession may guarantee authentic happiness. The anthropology of the first part (Ia , 75-102) as well as the ethical principles of the whole second part (Ia IIae) of the Summa, explain how all dimensions of human life (including the body and the passions, what we would call the emotional life) under the guidance of reason may concur to the attainment of «man's last end»; to this end even the necessarily ascetic element of the virtues is ultimately ordered.  In this approach, a human being may hope to attain his/her last end not,    platonically, in spite of his/her body, but properly through and thanks to it. In our perspective, it is perfectly consequent and even necessary to see nature as strictly connected to our own body: the whole Aristotelian phenomenology of sensation as the principle of knowledge, and of passion as the matter of ethics, is simply unthinkable without the fundamental reality of our being body-in-the-environment. Therefore, duties of caring toward the environment are not only indirectly justifiable as duties toward other people (and consequently, reducible to the virtues of justice and charity), but also somehow directly as expressions of our own corporeality.  

      This radically non-dualistic anthropology also influences Thomas' way of understanding the relationship between virtue and happiness. The practice of authentic virtue, even in its aspect of self-limitation, according to Thomas should not be a sad, frustrating experience:  “right reason makes one abstain as one ought, i.e. with gladness of heart (cum hilaritate mentis), and for the due end, i.e. for God's glory and not one's own” (IIa IIae, q. 146, a. 1; italics added). One particular instance connected to our topic helps us to understand this aspect. Discussing this right order of sexual life (therefore, again, we should consider here the formal aspect of his argument rather than its content) Thomas distinguishes between temperance as the perfect virtue, and continence as a “potential part” of it. Why is continence a less perfect form of virtue for Thomas? Continence implies struggle and resistance against evil drives that result in a victory of the will well-guided by reason. However, the merely continent person continues experiencing a painful internal division, the goad of temptation against which he/she successfully resists. But the victory of temperance is much more complete: 

Now the good of reason flourishes more in the temperate man than in the continent man, because in the former even the sensitive appetite is obedient to reason, being tamed by reason so to speak, whereas in the continent man the sensitive appetite strongly resists reason by its evil desires. Hence continence is compared to temperance, as the imperfect to the perfect (IIa IIae, q. 155, a. 4, italics added). 

        In its perfect form, virtue implies not a privation of pleasure or happiness, but carries with itself its own finer and more intensive form of happiness as its “fruit”. “The fruits are delights in virtuous acts (delectationes de actibus virtutum)” (IIa IIae, q. 157, a. 2, italics added). If we apply this conception of virtue to our topic, we can conclude that “environmental virtues”, insofar as they are proposed in a way that one-sidedly emphasizes moral obligation as coming from outside and from above us, as a kind of environmental Super-Ego, not only have less appeal and are probably less attractive and convincing in environmental education and communication, but misunderstand the true nature of virtue as a perfection; whereas the person who has embraced certain environmental values (for instance, sustainable mobility – as far as possible –  as a lifestyle) will be able to experience a kind of real happiness in the practice of them, not only when they consist of the enjoyment of a form of freedom (e.g. intimacy with free nature), but also when they demand a certain renunciation: self-control, internal balance “under the guidance of reason” also imply their own pleasure, and Thomas significantly insists on the beauty (pulchritudo), that is connected to pleasure and joy, as a character of temperance
. To draw a tentative conclusion, in the light of Thomas' ethics perhaps too much current environmental communication is restricted to the mere invitation to environmental “continence”, while forgetting to point to the wider horizon of environmental “temperance”: this implies both a limited understanding of environmental virtue and a lack of effectiveness in the effort to promote it.

7. Conclusions

     Thomas' concept of virtue, if revisited with openness of mind toward other more recent philosophical contributions and scientific knowledge, seems to provide us with a solid and consequent framework that can found and can support our engagement in promoting environmental quality through more responsible environmental behaviour. The main reason for its strength is not to be found in particular contents (virtually absent in his work, since he wrote in an age which, while obviously experiencing environmental problems, did not know anything like an “ecological consciousness” in the modern sense), but rather in its basic principles and in its structure, that connect with each other the individual, social and political dimension in a very consequent and harmonious way, as well as the awareness of the full belonging of humankind to the biosphere  together with the assertion of its relative “transcendence” from it. Thomas offers us a theoretical framework within which “environmental virtues” can be understood not as an isolated part of human agency (often conflicting with different priorities), but as an integral part of the accomplishment of human life. This approach is philosophically stronger than the capability approach as well as the vague, common-sensical reference to “quality of life”, as it justifies the necessity of a greening of ethics on the basis of coherent conception of mankind and reality, not excluding a metaphysical foundation. A wide use of Thomas' framework has been made for decades in the field of social and political ethics as well as more recently – and controversially – in bioethics, but has scarcely been attempted in environmental ethics. A more systematic examination of its potentialities is a great challenge for the future.

     Looking into the philosophy and theology of St. Thomas for technical solutions of environmental problems would be a misleading path. In fact, it would contradict his own principles. Within his approach, issues pertaining to politics or technique (ars) should be connected to, not improperly confused with meditation upon ultimate realities. Thomas' articulated ontology and theory of knowledge reveals its actuality and its critical potentialities precisely in the fact that it warns us of the danger of similar confusions: to put it more clearly, in the light of Thomas’ philosophy, every fundamentalist attempt at excessively theologizing or spiritualizing the environmental crisis (a kind of development quite common within environmental philosophy) implies a basic confusion of levels. In other terms, it is an illusion to think that intricate, multi-disciplinary and controversial issues (like those regarding environment) could be solved directly by appealing to more or less radical changes of metaphysical foundations
. It is almost needless to remember that the teaching of Thomas strongly opposes those versions of environmental philosophy that are connoted  by immanentism or nature-worship.  But the crucial question is methodological: to put it schematically, metaphysics and theology deal with the causa prima (the first cause) of reality, while ethics, politics and techniques – those disciplines that are more directly relevant to environmental issues – owe their legitimate autonomy just to the fact that they concern themselves with different kinds of causae secundae.  

        The metaphysicization of environmental problems is, therefore, wrong as a theoretical approach and illusory as a shortcut to change the course of things radically; but no less insufficient seems to be a merely technocratic perspective (perhaps now represented by some widespread idealization of green economics and environmental management). In fact, in the perspective of Thomas the context for the adoption and use of techniques is always a political community; but politics – that in our time necessarily goes beyond the borders of state-nations – has ultimately got its roots de iure in ethics, which in Thomas' perspective cannot be properly thought without its relationship to human being's orientation to his/her “last end”. In other terms, in Thomas' perspective a condition of possibility (not the only one) of a really good, durable solution even of specific (environmental) social problems, is that individuals and communities are also made “good” by the practice of virtue. This means that there is no social, economic, or environmental issue without a subjective and ethical side, whether the people involved be conscious of it or not. We may conclude that in a perspective inspired by Thomas, the active involvement of stakeholders' interests, but also feelings, emotions, values and world-views (a common practice in the contemporary approach to environmental issues) should not be seen as an opportunistic concession to a trend in management and policy, but as the correct way of proceeding on the basis a correct,  not reductive understanding of  both society and human person. The growing interest of economists (Sen 2009; Zamagni 2009) for the influence of values and world-views on both  human life's quality and environment gives some evidence of the fruitfulness of this perspective .
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�	 Philosophically, the term personalism refers to a complex galaxy of religiously inspired authors (mostly within the Roman-Catholic, the Orthodox, and the Jewish tradition). For a balance  and several perspectives, see  Ricoeur 1992.


�	 Far from neglecting the great variety of conceptions of the modern subject, I am referring here to an ideal type.  


�	 For the Latin text I am referring to  the Editio Leonina (1888).  For the English translation, see St. Thomas Aquinas 2008.                                                


�	See for instance Yamaguchi 2011.


�	«According to [Peter]Singer, it was thanks to Thomas' new systematic articulation and justification of the venerable-if-poisonous notion of the "Great Chain of Being", that the "dominion model"—a kind of intellectual adjunct, Singer thinks, to the Great Chain of Being—became the "dominant tradition" within "mainstream Christianity," drowning out the dissenting voices of "gentler spirits" such as Basil, John Chrysostom, and Francis of Assisi, and authorizing centuries of mistreatment of animals, plants, and the land». (M.J. Tracey 2011. Tracey is referring to Singer 2011, p. 204 ff.)


�	Thomas calls «subiectivae partes» of a virtue the different species or aspects through which it can manifest itself in different circumstances. See IIa IIae , q.48, a. 1.


�	See the Summa Ia , q. 75-102.


�	For a contemporary reflection on the social and environmental implications of  food traditions, see Petrini 2009.


�	“The potential parts of a virtue are the virtues connected with it, which are directed to certain secondary acts or matters, not having, as it were, the whole power of the principal virtue” (IIa IIae , q.48, a. 1)


�	Thomas considers the issue of adornment (and of the connected industrial sectors) from the point of view of its potential seductiveness, but we could legitimately question it from the perspective of more ecologically relevant aspects like ecological footprint, consumerism, ethical treatment of animals.  


�	Remember Thoreau's famous motto: “Simplify, simplify”. See Thoreau 1971.


�	In the case of play-actors (histriones) Thomas, far from defending a servile naturalism on the stage, places its reference to nature in a kind of “psychophysiology of the spectator”, arguing this way: nobody can work without interruption, both with the body and with the soul; therefore entertainment is sometimes necessary to restore the oppressed soul; but actors with their jokes provide some kind of  relaxation that is by nature necessary, and as such  perfectly moral  (IIa IIae, q. 168, a. 2 and 3).


�	«Vital needs» are referred to in the third point of the “Platform of deep ecology” written by Arne Naess and George Sessions in 1984: «Humans have no right to reduce this richness and diversity [of life forms] except to satisfy vital needs».  However, in fairness, it should be noticed that Naess' own interpretation of «vital needs» does not allow a properly primitivistic interpretation. See Naess 1989.


�	This reference to Plato (secundum documenta Platonis ) remains vague, since political works as the Republic and the Laws were not accessible in the Middle Ages.


�	Thomas distinguishes between merely human happiness and beatitudo (beatitude), the proper end of human life, that cannot be attained without the intervention of God's grace, and this  implies a rejection of every absolutisation of the political dimension (the essence of totalitarianism). See Vanni Rovighi 2001.   


�	Thomas understands politics not merely as an arena for clashes of interest, but as public space where practical reason has to pursue the common good. I see today two complementary assertions as being necessary: 1) Open society and democracy are necessary requirements for the exercise of practical reason. 2) Insofar as something  like human nature exists, and environmental quality is one of its basic needs, practical reason points necessarily to this objective. I consider the classic works of Habermas (1981) and Nussbaum (2006) to be in principle compatible (though metaphysically weaker) with this perspective. 


�	A pioneering work in this perspective is G. Bateson's Steps to an Ecology of Mind (1972).


�	I interpret the story of the creation (Gen. 1-3), according to the historical- critical exegesis, not as a historical detailed account, but as a sapiential meditation, in the light of the faith of Israel, on the origin of all things, and on the (present) situation of mankind facing the realities of freedom, sin, suffering, death, and non-human nature.   


�	See Aristotle 2002 ( X, 7,8).


�	This dramatic awareness of an extreme risk is fundamental to Hans Jonas' reflection in his famous book  Das Prinzip Verantwortung (1979).


�	I am referring here to the fully actual distinction of J. Maritain (1932, 1935).


�	The craze for machinery is an expression familiar to M.K. Gandhi (1958- 1984). I suppose that the wave of emotions aroused worldwide by Steve Job's (1955-2011) death and the celebration of his “salvific” work –without denying his unquestionable merits – is somehow an expression of this system of values.     


�	The capability approach developed by A. Sen and M. Nussbaum shows a certain affinity with this kind of reflections.


�	A consequentialist element plays a role in Hans Jonas (we have to act- or to avoid actions – in order to prevent the destruction of the Earth and consequently of mankind), but the foundation of his ethics is explicitly ontological. See Jonas 1979, ch. I.


�	A. Naess, in his article Beautiful action. Its Function in the Ecological Crisis (1983) understands the necessity to go beyond the “painful” aspect of environmental duty, but, due to the Kantian framework of his article, theorizes the obsolescence  of the ethical dimension as such, which seems to me a very questionable conclusion.   


�	This according to me oversimplified approach is characteristic of deep ecology. 





