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1. Introduction 

 

In recent years, numerous moral philosophers have put forth several interesting 

proposals regarding the role that virtues, understood as certain traits of character 

or dispositions that human beings have which enable them to lead flourishing lives 

when they are appropriately cultivated, may have in environmental ethics. In 

particular, Ronald Sandler’s book Character and Environment (2007) as well as the 

essays in the collection Environmental Virtue Ethics (2005) that he edited with Philip 

Cafaro provide persuasive examples of the potential uses of moral virtues such as 

courage, patience, fortitude, self-control or perseverance (just to name a few) to 

achieve and balance many desirable environmental goods that contribute to the 

flourishing of human lives such as the integrity of ecosystems or the preservation of 

biological diversity. In parallel fashion, Sue Stafford (2010) has provided an 

engaging account of how intellectual virtues such as thoroughness, intellectual trust 

and humility (just to name a few) play a very important role in a fully developed 

environmental virtue ethics because they are crucial to the proper obtainment and 

use of knowledge, which is a matter of crucial importance when undertaking actions 

that potentially have a great impact on the environment such as the creation and use 

of GMOs in agriculture or the use of industrial fertilizers.  
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While I am in agreement with the central thesis that all these moral philosophers 

defend –i.e., that a virtue-based approach to problems and issues arising from our 

relationship with the environment is extremely fruitful, I believe that, although the 

proposals made by Sandler, Cafaro, Stafford and many other authors constitute very 

important steps towards the articulation of an environmental virtue ethics, there is 

an important dimension of human beings that their views do not address. Indeed, in 

addition to the moral and epistemic virtues, some authors have argued that truly 

excellent human beings should exhibit in addition aesthetic virtues –i.e., traits of 

character such as aesthetic insightfulness (i.e., the capacity to recognize the beauty 

in a thing and in its relation to other associated things) and aesthetic sensitivity (i.e., 

the capacity to be affected by the beauty of a thing). However, despite the attention 

that aesthetic virtues have garnered from some authors (e.g., Woodruff 2001, Goldie 

2007 and 2008) in relation to artworks, there have been so far no studies that aim 

to shed light on the role that aesthetic virtues may play in environmental ethics. 

The purpose of the present essay is to make a contribution in this respect. While 

a full blown account of aesthetic virtues and their relations to moral and epistemic 

virtues within the context of environmental ethics is beyond the scope of this essay, 

I intend to make here a case both for the distinctiveness of aesthetic virtues vis-à-vis 

moral and epistemic virtues on one hand and for the usefulness of aesthetic virtues 

to address certain problems within the context of an environmental ethics. In doing 

so, I expect to lay the groundwork for a future systematic treatment of the role and 

importance of aesthetic virtues within the framework of a virtue-based approach to 

environmental ethics. I will proceed in the following fashion. In section 2, I will give 
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a brief account of the nature of aesthetic virtues (which follows roughly suggestions 

made by David Woodruff and Peter Goldie) and I will show that, in spite of being 

similar to moral and epistemic virtues in several respects, they constitute a specific 

kind of character traits that are aimed a specific type of excellences different from 

moral or epistemic ones. Having done this, I will show in section 3 how (at least 

some) aesthetic virtues have interesting uses beyond the mere creation and 

appreciation of artworks, in particular in domains such as theorem-proving in 

mathematics.  Subsequently, I will contend in section 4 that some aesthetic virtues 

play an important role within the framework of a virtue-based approach to 

environmental issues by presenting and discussing in detail one example: a series of 

experiences described by Thoreau in the chapter “Sounds” from Walden in which he 

was led by the aesthetic appreciation of the sounds of bells, of birds and other 

creatures to the realization of an important truth –namely, the unity of Nature. 

Finally, in section 5, I will offer a brief conclusion and outline some potential future 

work. 

 

2. The nature of aesthetic virtues and their role vis-à-vis art 

 

Although virtues have traditionally been discussed within the context of moral 

theory or epistemology as human traits of character or dispositions that are crucial 

either to lead eudemonic lives or to acquire and preserve knowledge, some authors 

have explored in the last fifteen years a virtue-based approach to some problems in 

philosophy of art. For instance, in light of the difficulties faced by different views 
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aiming to explain the nature of art (e.g., institutional theories, historical approaches, 

etc.), Woodruff (2001: 30) proposes to characterize art in terms of aesthetic virtues, 

going as far as stating that ‘art is what is produced for aesthetic appreciation.’ Now, 

since my purpose here is not to assess whether this is a good characterization of art 

or not, I will leave aside that issue and just focus on the notion of aesthetic virtue 

that Woodruff uses. What are aesthetic virtues? To answer this question, Woodruff 

initially provides the following account on the notion of virtue, which draws heavily 

on Linda Zagzebski’s work: 

 

Virtues are at least the following: habits acquired over time which are 

excellences of motivation, distinct from skills, even when a skill is required 

for the successful achievement of the desired end, and which reliably enable 

the person to bring about the desired end. (2001: 24) 

 

After introducing this notion of virtue, which he considers to be broad enough to 

encompass both moral and intellectual virtues, Woodruff argues that it can be used 

to characterize aesthetic virtues (and differentiate them from moral and epistemic 

virtues) by focusing on the different types of motivation that they have. According to 

him (which is an issue where he also follows Zagzebski), all virtues are similar in the 

way we get them: ‘Both are acquired by imitating virtuous persons and developing 

habits aimed at controlling emotions and developing the cognitive abilities 

necessary to know how to apply the virtues in the appropriate circumstances’ 

(Zagzebski 2000: 172-173) What individuates for both Woodruff and Zagzebski the 
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different types of virtues are the different motivations that underpin them. In fact, to 

be more precise, since all virtues have both a motivational component and a reliable 

success component, Zagzebski holds that what individuates a moral virtue such as 

charity is its being a disposition that motivates human beings to bring forth the well-

being of others and that makes them reliably successful at doing so. Moreover, in a 

parallel fashion, she would agree that what individuates an intellectual virtue such 

as intellectual humility is its being a disposition that motivates human beings to 

bear in mind their fallibility and their other cognitive limitations as epistemic agents 

and that makes them reliably successful at doing so. 

Building on Zagzebski’s proposal, Woodruff maintains that what characterizes 

aesthetic virtues is neither a moral nor an epistemic goal. Instead, he (2001: 25) 

argues that ‘the root motivation of aesthetic virtues is appreciation.’ This notion of 

appreciation plays a fundamental role in Woodruff’s view to the extent that other 

aesthetic virtues such as insightfulness or sensitivity are characterized in relation to 

it. For instance, if we define insightfulness as the disposition we have to recognize 

beauty in a thing and in its relation to other associated things, he contends that the 

motivation that underlies this trait of character is appreciation because we develop 

insight into artworks with the aim of appreciating them correctly, without being 

blind to them or, on the contrary, being completely lost in all their details. And, if we 

define sensitivity as the disposition we have to be affected by the beauty of a thing, 

he contends that the motivation that underlies this trait of character is appreciation 

as well because we cultivate sensitivity to artworks to appreciate them correctly, 
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without being emotionally impermeable to them or, on the contrary, being overly 

affected by them. 

In addition to the role that it exhibits in Woodruff’s work, the notion of aesthetic 

appreciation also plays a crucial in other virtue-based approaches to the philosophy 

of art. For instance, Goldie, who also endorses a virtue-based approach to art, makes 

a very similar claim to the one that Woodruff makes about the use of appreciation to 

understand the nature of art: 

 

We need to accept that the concept of art, like the concept of ethics and most 

concepts of things that matter to us, is a concept whose evaluative force can 

only be properly grasped ‘from the inside’, from within the practices of 

production and appreciation, where the importance and point of the 

practices can be give due weight by those who engage in them  (2007: 376-

377) 

 

 But not only is aesthetic appreciation required to understand art. For Goldie, it 

is a full-blown virtue just as important as any moral or intellectual virtue because it 

is constitutive of human flourishing. To make this case, Goldie argues for three main 

theses: (a) even though aesthetic appreciation is far less demanding than any moral 

virtue (in the sense that one is not blameworthy for failing to appreciate a musical 

performance in a certain occasion just as one is blameworthy by failing to exercise 

kindness when the circumstances demand it), this is a difference of degree and not 

of kind, (b) aesthetic appreciation is intimately interwoven with certain moral and 



Draft Copy: Do Not Cite Without Author’s Permission 

 7 

epistemic virtues and (c) aesthetic appreciation goes well beyond the mere domain 

of artistic assessment and crucially contributes to our understanding of human well-

being. I will not rehearse here Goldie’s arguments for the first two theses, but rather 

focus on the third one, which carries the most theoretical weight. In particular, to 

illustrate this point, Goldie puts forth the following example: 

 

Engaging in artistic activity can deepen our self-understanding and change 

our life, enhanced perhaps by a theoretical understanding in human well-

being. Artistic contemplation of Picasso’s Guernica can yield a deeper and 

fuller understanding of the awfulness of war, especially wars that cause mass 

deaths of civilians. And this might lead us to conduct our lives accordingly, 

standing out against the promotion of such wars. (2008: 192) 

 

I believe that this example carries a rather significant weight to uphold the thesis 

that aesthetic appreciation is a full-blown virtue (and not a luxury or a limited skill) 

because it can be easily generalized. Indeed, there are cases galore where aesthetic 

appreciation yields a deeper grasp of human well-being and leads people to change 

their lives when they engage with different artworks. For instance, some critics (e.g., 

Tompkins 1985) have argued that being able to engage with Uncle Tom’s Cabin has, 

despite all the sentimental and melodramatic undertones of the novel, a potentially 

powerful effect on its readers since there are many passages that illustrate crucial 

dimensions of human well-being. For instance, one of the final episodes of the novel, 

in which Uncle Tom undergoes a savage beating at the hands of Quimbo and Sambo 
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under the orders of Simon Legree, reveals, when seen through the lens of aesthetic 

appreciation, the transformative power of the virtue of forgiveness: 

 

Tom opened his eyes, and looked upon his master. "Ye poor miserable 

critter!" he said, "there ain't no more ye can do! I forgive ye, with all my soul!" 

and he fainted entirely away. 

"I b'lieve, my soul, he's done for, finally," said Legree, stepping forward, to 

look at him. "Yes, he is! Well, his mouth's shut up, at last,—that's one 

comfort!" 

(…) Yet Tom was not quite gone. His wondrous words and pious prayers had 

struck upon the hearts of the imbruted blacks, who had been the instruments 

of cruelty upon him; and, the instant Legree withdrew, they took him down, 

and, in their ignorance, sought to call him back to life. (1994: 359) 

 

One could multiply ad libitum the examples where aesthetic appreciation enables 

us to gain through the contemplation of different artworks a deeper understanding 

of the nature of human well-being and often leads us to change our lives. In virtue of 

this, I believe that we cannot but concede Goldie’s main point: aesthetic appreciation 

is a virtue in the sense that it is a human disposition or habit which, when properly 

cultivated, makes a crucial contribution to a eudemonic life. And, moreover, it is a 

virtue that is distinct from moral and epistemic virtues because it does not aim at 

controlling our emotions (as patience or courage do) or at developing our cognitive 
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abilities in truth-conducive ways (as thoroughness or intellectual humility do), but 

rather at enabling us to relate to other human beings via the sharing of different 

experiences and emotions as Goldie suggests:      

 

What we have in artistic activity is an intimate awareness of the permanent 

possibility of emotional sharing. When appreciating a picture such as 

Guernica, for example, alone in the gallery, we are aware that the artist, and 

the picture, ‘speaks to’ our shared human responses, as [Joseph] Conrad puts 

it –to responses that we know we can and do share with others. We share 

them not only with the artist, through our artistic engagement with the work 

that is the product of his virtuous activity. We share them also with those to 

whom we are closely connected and with other of our own culture, and yet 

more widely, across cultures and generations, to include ‘all humanity’. This, 

I believe, is what is special about artistic activity (2008: 193)    

 

In light of what I have previously argued, I believe that we can confidently assert 

that (i) aesthetic appreciation is a virtue as much as charity, courage, patience, open-

mindedness or intellectual humility are and that (ii) it is an aesthetic virtue different 

from moral and intellectual virtues. Now, in the examples that I have previously 

presented and discussed, aesthetic appreciation is primarily directed at artworks 

such as paintings and novels. But aesthetic appreciation is not only circumscribed to 

the world of art. In the next section, I will show how aesthetic appreciation has a 

wider domain of application.  
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3. Aesthetic virtues beyond art: the case of mathematics   

   

Aesthetic appreciation plays an important role, as I have shown, in the way in 

which we engage artworks, often allowing us to obtain a deeper understanding of 

human well-being. But its range of application is not merely restricted to artworks. 

Instead, aesthetic appreciation also plays an important function in other domains. In 

particular, I will argue here that it plays a crucial role in mathematics (in particular, 

in the development, contemplation and assessment of mathematical constructions 

and proofs). 

Indeed, mathematicians have traditionally highlighted the importance of beauty 

in mathematics through its history. For instance, G. H. Hardy famously wrote (1967: 

85) in A Mathematician’s Apology that ‘the mathematician's patterns, like the 

painter's or the poet's, must be beautiful; the ideas, like the colors or the words 

must fit together in a harmonious way. Beauty is the first test: there is no permanent 

place in this world for ugly mathematics.’ Now, assuming that these claims have to 

be taken not metaphorically but literally, this raises a very important question: what 

enables mathematicians to grasp the beauty of certain constructions and proofs?  

Since grasping the beauty of something is a type of experience, Ulianov Montaño 

distinguishes, in order to provide an answer this question, three different types of 

mathematical experiences in his book Explaining beauty in Mathematics (2014). He 

first identifies certain properties of mathematical proofs or constructions, such as 

their simplicity or their symmetry, that elicit aesthetic responses in mathematicians 
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such as pleasure or surprise when they are contemplated. These aesthetic responses 

correspond according to him to a contemplative way to experience or engage with 

mathematics. Having done this, he contends that certain intellectual processes or 

activities that are undertaken by mathematicians such as theorem proving also elicit 

aesthetic responses in them, either just in virtue of the pure mental activity they 

involve or because they entail the modification of certain intentional objects. These 

aesthetic responses correspond for Montaño to a performative way to engage with 

mathematics. Finally, he claims that, in some cases, the deep familiarity with certain 

mathematical practices that result from particular preferences or habits invoke 

aesthetical responses in individuals –as it is illustrated, for instance, by the deep 

dislike that Leopold Kronecker experienced and voiced vis-à-vis the development of 

set theory by Georg Cantor.  

Though there are different types of mathematical experience which are related 

to different types of aesthetic responses, Montaño contends that our experience of 

the aesthetic properties of mathematical structures through different activities or 

attitudes such as contemplation, manipulation or familiarity is made possible by 

aesthetic appreciation, which draws our attention to certain properties or features 

of some intentional objects corresponding to these structures of that precisely elicit 

satisfaction or discontent: 

 

In the experience process our attention shifts from a concrete stimulus to a 

more specific set of features that constitute the intentional object relevant to 

aesthetic appreciation. For instance, in Euler’s identity, we first encounter 
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and observe the expression ei+1=0, but eventually our attention 

concentrates on properties like its composition and its simplicity, which are 

significant properties for eliciting enjoyment. (Montaño 2014: 87) 

 

As this passage makes clear, it is precisely aesthetic appreciation that enables us 

to focus on features such as the simplicity of mathematical structures and to derive 

from our contemplation or our manipulation of them aesthetic responses such as 

pleasure or dislike. Moreover, aesthetic appreciation in mathematics clearly counts 

as a virtue insofar as it is a certain disposition that must be appropriately cultivated 

through constant mathematical practice and exposure to different mathematical 

constructions as Gian-Carlo Rota points out:                    

 

Familiarity with a huge amount of background material the condition for 

understanding any piece of mathematics, and beauty can be appreciated only 

in the light of previous experiences of other presentations of similar 

statements or variants of an argument. Very frequently, a proof is only 

viewed as beautiful only after one is made of various clumsy and longer 

proofs. (1997: 179)  

 

In addition, some authors have persuasively argued that aesthetic appreciation 

and many other aesthetic virtues such as aesthetic creativity contribute, when they 

are properly cultivated, to achieve some ideals that are constitutive of a eudemonic 

life. Perhaps the clearest example of this type of argument can be found in Bertrand 



Draft Copy: Do Not Cite Without Author’s Permission 

 13 

Russell’s Autobiography, in which he praises the study and practice of mathematics 

as enabling us to achieve freedom: 

 

It seems to me now that mathematics is capable of an artistic excellence as 

great as that of any music, perhaps greater; not because the pleasure it gives 

(although very pure) is comparable, either in intensity or in the number of 

people who feel it, to that of music, but because it gives in absolute perfection 

that combination, characteristic of great art, of godlike freedom (1967: 158) 

 

Considering all this, we have good reasons to hold that aesthetic appreciation 

and other aesthetic virtues have an important function as constitutive elements of a 

good life, not only when they are exercised vis-à-vis artworks, but also in their use 

with respect to mathematical structures and constructions. Having shown that the 

relevance of aesthetic appreciation is not only restricted to the world of art, I will 

present and discuss in the next section a specific case that shows its potential use in 

environmental ethics. 

 

4. Aesthetic virtues in environmental ethics 

 

One of the most pressing problems in contemporary environmental ethics arises 

from the fact that, while many environmental philosophers (e.g., Rolston 1986: 231) 

have stressed the importance of preserving the wilderness insofar as it plays a key 

role in shaping and enriching the human mind, they have typically ignored the fact 
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that most human beings are born and spend most of their lives in artificial 

environments such as cities. In my view, this is due to the fact that they often 

consider man-built environments and the wilderness as two different spaces that 

mutually exclude each other. However, I argue that this implicit assumption is a 

misconception, and that it can be eliminated if we reflect on some remarks made by 

Thoreau in Walden, which illustrate the power of aesthetic appreciation. 

 Indeed, in the chapter ‘Sounds’, Thoreau relates that, when he heard the lowing 

of a cow in the distance, he initially mistook it for a singing group of ministrels. The 

lowing, which Thoreau describes as ‘sweet and melodious’, is initially considered to 

be a man-made product and valued as such. However, upon realizing his error, 

Thoreau writes the following: 

 

(…) but soon I was not unpleasantly disappointed when it was prolonged into 

the cheap and natural music of the cow. I do not mean to be satirical, but to 

express my appreciation for these youths’ signing, when I state that I 

perceived clearly that it was akin to the music of the cow, and they were at 

length one articulation of nature. (1997: 117)   

 

The point that Thoreau is arguing here is that, after realizing his error, he was 

able to realize through aesthetic appreciation that the youths’ singing was alike the 

lowing of the cow in the following sense: the youth’s singing and the cow lowing are, 

at bottom, just ‘one articulation of nature’.  Both of them are equally beautiful as 

manifestations of the one and the same nature in which the distinction between man 
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–made music and beast sounds dissolves. In addition, not only does Thoreau’s sense 

of aesthetic appreciation allow him to recognize the fundamental unity in nature 

between animals and human beings, but also to recognize the unity between the 

sounds of wilderness and those man-built environments: 

 

At a sufficient distance over the woods this sound [the bells’ ringing] 

acquires a certain vibratory hum, as if the pine needles in the horizon were 

the strings of a harp which it swept. All sound heard at the greatest possible 

distance produces one and the same effect, a vibration of the universal lyre, 

just as the intervening atmosphere makes a distant ridge of earth interesting 

to our eyes by the azure tint it imparts in it. There came to me in this case a 

melody which the air had strained, and which had conversed with every leaf 

and needle of the wood, that portion of the sound which the elements had 

taken up and modulated and echoed from vale to vale. (1997: 116) 

 

What Thoreau comes to realize in virtue of his aesthetic appreciation is that the 

echo of the bell’s ringing that he hears is not a man-made sound since the original 

melody has been changed by its interaction with the wilderness, thus making it ‘not 

merely a repetition of what was worth repeating it, but partly the voice of the wood.’ 

(ibid.) And, in virtue of this, he comes to realize that there is a fundamental unity 

between the wilderness and man-built environments, which is manifested in the 

similarity and overlap of their respective sounds. This realization, which is achieved 

through his aesthetic appreciation, enables him to live a flourishing life in which he 
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is able to find enjoyment in experiences that the majority of men before him disliked 

or even feared:         

 

I rejoice that there are owls. Let them do the idiotic and maniatical hooting 

for men. It is a sound admirably suited to the swamps and twilight woods 

which no days illustrates, suggesting a vast and underdeveloped nature 

which men have not yet recognized. They represent the stark twilight and 

unsatisfied thoughts which we all have. (1997: 118-119)  

 

This passage, in which Thoreau describes how aesthetic appreciation allows him 

to find beauty in a natural phenomenon that most other men would either ignore as 

an annoyance or even be fearful of, constitutes an excellent application of a general 

principle that he recognized earlier in the chapter “Where I lived, and what I lived 

for”. Though we may use our aesthetic virtues of appreciation and creativity to live 

flourishing lives by making some objects beautiful, these virtues potentially enable 

us, when they are adequately used, to change the very way in which we perceive the 

world, unveiling beauty wherever it is present in nature and thus enriching our 

lives: 

 

It is something to be able to paint a particular picture, or to carve a statue, 

and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is far more glorious to carve and 

paint the very atmosphere and medium through which we look, which 
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morally we can do. To affect the quality of the day, that is the highest of arts. 

(1997: 85)  

 

In light of these passages, we can then reasonably claim that, not only Thoreau 

does defend in Walden an environmental virtue ethics that links a keen recognition 

of the importance that the environment has for us with a deep-rooted concern for 

human flourishing (in particular, see Cafaro 2004), but also that aesthetic virtues 

such as aesthetic appreciation play a crucial role in this proposal. Indeed, as some 

recent commentators such as Rick Furtak (2012: 126) have recently suggested, it is 

this virtue, which is intimately connected with emotional responses, that enables us 

to achieve, when properly used, a better understanding of the world and of our own 

nature because ‘the alert and emotionally attuned observer will [generally] have 

access to many significant facts that would be invisible from the vantage point of 

dispassionate detachment’. If this is the case, then aesthetic appreciation (and very 

likely other aesthetic virtues) has crucial role to play in the pursuit of a eudemonic 

life as it will help counterbalance, for example, excessive tendencies to equanimity. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

Let me recap. I have argued here that aesthetic virtues are human dispositions or 

habits that, though similar to moral virtues such as courage or epistemic virtues 

such as open-mindedness, are nevertheless different since they are motivated by the 

possibility of sharing certain emotional responses with other human beings under 
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certain circumstances (which is an important goal, since we are social creatures). I 

have also argued that some aesthetic virtues (in particular, aesthetic appreciation) 

should play an important role in a full-blown environmental virtue ethics that some 

environmental philosophers have attempted to develop in recent years by focusing 

on the role that aesthetic appreciation has in Walden according to Thoreau, who is 

one of the early proponents of environmental virtue ethics. If what I have argued 

here is correct, one potentially interesting future project would be to investigate 

how aesthetic virtues are related to both moral and epistemic virtues in order to 

articulate a richer and more complex environmental virtue ethics.   
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