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As a practical ethicist, the subject of Carleton’s energy future poses for me an irreducibly normative question – what should this future be?  Although such institutional decisions are often thought answerable on grounds of economic efficiency and technological feasibility alone, this assumption is not itself morally neutral.  No practical ethical approach can ignore empirical questions, both about the effects of production and consumption of energy from various types of sources in general (including social, cultural, and political implications as well as economic and environmental effects), and about Carleton’s energy use in particular.  But all the empirical information in the world won’t make ethical decisions for us.  What institutional moral decision-making requires, I would argue, is inclusive, democratic discourse among parties who are fully informed of relevant moral values and arguments as addition to the empirical facts.  

Philosophers distinguish three main types of ethical theories that offer competing answers to the question, what ought we to do?  Each has something to offer by way of identifying different kinds of moral considerations that bear on our energy choices at Carleton.

Consequentialist theories hold, in the simplest forms, that we are morally required to perform whichever act, among the alternatives, has the best overall outcome; where the value of outcomes is determined by an independent axiology, or value theory.  Traditional economic cost-benefit analysis is one consequentialist theory, as is utilitarianism, which requires the maximization of well-being for all sentient beings.  Other, pluralistic axiologies might count such values as life, ecosystem integrity, political equality, or human virtue as good in themselves rather than only as instrumental to a single good.  On a consequentialist approach to Carleton’s energy future, given an account of the consequences of our various options (requiring much preliminary empirical research), the main ethical work involves determining how to compare and rank their value.  Whichever outcome turns out best on this ranking is the one we must bring about.

Deontological theories, by contrast, insist that the ends do not justify the means and instead identify duties with either a pluralistic set of rules/principles (the ten commandments would be an example) or a single overarching principle, such as Kant’s categorical imperative:  act only in ways that you could will to become a universal law.  A pluralistic model of deontological ethics for Carleton’s energy future might start by generating a list of guiding principles of institutional ethics from our mission statement, and attempt to derive conclusions about the moral constraints they impose on our energy choices.  A Kantian model would require that we abide by whatever energy policy we would choose for all small liberal arts colleges to adopt.  On either view, our duty may be to bring about a worse outcome overall than some other available option – if, for instance, bringing about the best outcome would require the violation of rights or fundamental moral principles for which we stand.

Virtue theories, finally, are aspirational and holistic – guiding not the particular actions but rather the character or identity of an agent.  Given some specification of particular virtues (courage, integrity, compassion, etc.), our aim is less to do certain things than to become virtuous in those ways, to manifest these traits of character through habitual patterns of action.  With respect to Carleton’s energy future, this approach would identify our character as an institution not only through explicit acts or claims in our mission statement, but also through values implicit in our structure – for example, in what David Orr calls the “hidden curriculum” of our campus practices, design, and architecture.  Quite often, the virtues with which we identify are not those we manifest in habitual action.  

Although the above types of theories are formulated as rival accounts of moral truth, they can function pragmatically as tools for conceptually organizing and more coherently discussing factors relevant to a moral decision.  Discourse about available options is enriched through efforts to develop shared understandings of, e.g., the purpose of higher education in a changing world; our particular institutional mission and the principles it entails; the values actually embodied in our policies, practices, and structures; the importance of community, social justice, animal welfare, or ecosystem integrity; and so on.  

Finally, while the considerations above have to do with which choices we should make at Carleton, a distinct set of ethical considerations involves the process through which we go about making such choices.  An ethical process of institutional decision-making requires exploration of and attentiveness to our modes of communication, the justice of institutional power relations, the procedural fairness of our policies, conflicts among role responsibilities, and our capacities for virtues such as empathy, patience, perseverance, integrity, and a sense of humor. 
