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Abstract 

What traits and virtues must a person possess to be considered environmentally virtuous? And 

further, must we recognize new human excellences specific to environmental contexts, or can the 

traditional virtues be 'extended' to apply to environmental interactions and relationships? 
Current disagreement in the environmental virtue ethics literature over how to identify and ratify 

environmental virtue represents a significant issue in the literature because its answer impinges 

upon other areas of an environmental virtue ethic's framework, including the acquisition and 

sufficiency of virtue, environmental practical wisdom, and the normative resources available to 

an environmental virtue ethic. Ronald Sandler, a proponent of non-extensionist environmental 
virtue ethics, has suggested the recognition of a novel human virtue called "ecological 

sensitivity". 1 However, Sandler left open at the time exactly what character dispositions and 
traits constitute that virtue, and how it ought to be fully understood. The thesis presented here 

attempts to identify the dispositions, attitudes, and traits that constitute ecological sensitivity (or 
eco-sensi ti vi ty ). 

1 Sandier, Ronald. "Towards an Adequate Environmental Virtue Ethic". Environmental Values. Nov 2004. 13(4), 
477-495. 
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"The idea of the self as removed from nature is an artificial, stultified, and, ultimately, false 

one." 

Geoffrey Frasz3 

"We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a 

community to which we belong, we may begin to use it with love and respect." 

Aldo Leopold4 

I. Introduction 

What normative grounds do we have for the residual moral uneasiness we feel about 

environmentally destructive actions, even when we factually comprehend the legal or moral right 

of agents to perform such actions? This is the question Thomas Hill began with in his 1983 

essay. But as he briefly shows, attempting to find normative underwriting for this discomfort is 

prone to ideological stalemate and difficulty if we confine our considerations to offending acts 

and corresponding interests (or rights) alone.5 Hill's great gift to environmental philosophy and 

to environmentally-concerned virtue ethicists was that of a different perspective. Rather than 

attempting to prove the immorality of a destructive act, we should ask, ' What kind of person, 

with what kind of moral character, would pave over sensitive land, destroy a redwood grove, 

slaughter wild horses, or pollute the groundwater in Guiyu, China with e-waste?'6 In suggesting 

that the tendency to perform environmentally destructive acts "reflects absence of human traits 

that we admire and regard morally important," Hill began the process that continues to this day 

3 Frasz (1993) 
4 From the Foreword to A Sand Country Almanac, by Aldo Leopold (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1949). 
5 Hill (1983) 
6 The penultimate example is drawn from Frasz (2001). 
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of attempting to carve out an environmental virtue ethic (hereafter, EVE) that adequately 

describes the attitudes and character traits required for an agent to be considered 

' environmentally virtuous ' . Whether that requires the identification ofnovel human excellences 

or can be accomplished by 'extending' the traditionally-recognized virtues to thi s new context 

has been an issue of debate in environmental virtue ethics. Geoffrey Frasz and C. D. Meyers are 

prominent philosophers who argue that the traditionally-recognized virtues can be extended to 

environmental interactions and relationships . 7 Others, notably Ronald Sandler, argue that one or 

more novel human excellences must be recognized and shown to be operative in the 

environmental context. Sandler identifies "ecological sensitivity" as one such 'eco-virtue' .8 

However, Sandler remarked at the time that his claims regarding the substantive content 

of the suggested virtue were "preliminary and provisional" and that it is left to be specified what 

exactly constitutes the proposed virtue of ecological sensitivity.9 Drawing on the resources of 

extensionist and non-extensionist virtue theories alike, including Sandler's own teleological 

pluralism thesi/0
, I hope to define this novel virtue and to elaborate upon the acquisition and 

refinement ofthis virtue and environmental practical wisdom generally. The project begins with 

a review of the relevant literature and a brief critique of the opposing approach to specifying 

environmental virtue. I then move to illustrate the nature of ecological sensitivity, and 

concurrently speculate as to how we might also understand related virtues that bear, in large or 

small part, on environmental contexts. This latter effort is significant because (I argue) we 

needn' t be under the concerning impression that this one proposed environmental virtue must 

operate in a complete vacuum from the other virtues. That is to say, the recognition of a distinct 

7 
See, for example, Meyers (2010) and Frasz (1993) 

8 
Sandier (2004) 

9 
Sandier (2004), p. 478 

10 Sandier (2006), p. 256 
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eco-virtue needn't preclude an environmental virtue ethic from also recognizing and making use 

of the traditional virtues. I conclude by reviewing the present thesis and considering possible 

directions for future work in environmental virtue ethics. 

II. An Introduction to Environmental Virtue Ethics 

Environmental ethics is a field awash with seemingly irresolvable conflicts, owing 

largely to the fact that the issues and questions in this domain have such impactful and wide-

ranging consequences and implications for various spheres of human activity and for the future 

oflife on Earth generally. It is a field of ideological stalemate: animal rights activists oppose the 

meat industry, loggers and ranchers operate in conflict with preservationists and naturalists, 

anthropocentricists oppose non-anthropocentricists, and so on. Between the opposing ideologies 

and ways of life, environmental virtue ethics offers a middle road- a new approach- and the 

recent success of environmental virtue theories in the philosophical literature suggests that a 

fresh start might be exactly what is needed to make headway on these issues. 11 By asking the 

fundamental question, "What virtues, attitudes, dispositions, and behaviors characterize a person 

as environmentally virtuous?", environmental virtue ethicists are able to make substantive 

progress toward confronting the field 's issues without being mired in the ideological stalemate of 

the traditional normative approach. 

In broad strokes, environmental virtue ethicists approach the questions of environmental 

ethics (hereafter, EE) by appropriating the normative resources of traditional virtue ethics and 

applying these resources and insights to environmental contexts and issues. In so doing, 

environmental virtue ethicists may make use of important theoretical resources like Aristotle's 

11 
See the well -received Environmental Virtue Ethics, ed. Philip Cafaro and Ronald Sandier, (Rowman & Littlefield 

2005) 
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conception of virtue, the theory of the mean, Hursthouse' s ' v-rules', and Annas' and 

Hursthouse's contributions concerning the acquisition of practical wisdom. 12 The notion of 

environmental hero (a Ia Thoreau, Leopold, Abbey, Carson ... ) as nonnative virtue ethic ideal has 

received both extensive use and some criticism in the literature as well, demonstrating the 

diversity of resources adapted in the field. 13 Answering the fundamental question mentioned 

above requires, among other things, specifying a theory of virtue identification, robustly 

characterizing the environmental virtue(s), formulating theories of right action and practical 

wisdom acquisition, and incorporating these various theoretical elements into cohesive 

environmental virtue ethics. 

Within the larger revival of interest in virtue ethics within the past 50 years, environmental 

virtue ethics is still in its youth. As such, much of the existing literature focuses on efforts to 

address the initial theoretical requirements of formulating a full ethic: identifying, justifying, and 

characterizing the traits or excellences that will qualify as environmental virtues. 14 It is in the 

course of such inquiries that a novel issue has presented itself. 

III. Virtue Selection Theories and the Tension with the Extensionist Approach 

In the spirit of first things, environmental ethicists and virtue ethicists have suggested a 

number of character traits and virtues which might qualify as 'environmental virtues', some of 

which are friendliness, simplicity, openness, ecological sensitivity, temperance, sustainability, 

12 The specific constitution of 'environmental virtue' varies, and is usually specified or noted in each attempt to 
characterize a novel ethic. Myers (2010), Naess, Sandier, Gambrel & Cafaro (2009), and Cafaro (2001) have made 
use of 'environmental v-rules' and have remarked on how we might acquire or foster sensitivity and wisdom 
regarding the natural environment. See Annas (2009) and Hursthouse (2001). 
13 See Cafaro (2001) in contrast to remarks in Sandier (2006) and Sandier (2005). 
14 

The works cited in this thesis constitute a great list for further reading. Sandier, Cafaro, Frasz, and Myers are 
some notable philosophers making headway in this regard. 
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emplacement, activism, respect, humility, and frugality (among many, many others). 15But, as 

works claiming to identify new environmental virtues proliferate, the need arises to evaluate 

these claims to 'environmental virtuehood' and to create a "typology of environmental virtue" 

with the same level of stringency and objectivity with which the traditional virtues are 

recognized. 16 Virtue selection theories have been formulated in response to this need, in an effort 

to establish a set of criteria by which we may evaluate and ratify suggested character traits as full 

' environmental virtues' . In "A Theory of Environmental Virtue", Sandler identifies two 

competing theories of virtue selection, and puts forward his own candidate. 17 

The first major virtue theory Sandler addresses is what he calls the environmental 

exemplar approach. 18 Advocates of this approach argue that careful examination of the lives of 

environmentally virtuous persons can inform us regarding the nature of specific virtues and on 

what qualifies a character trait as an environmental virtue. Philip Cafaro's "Thoreau, Leopold, 

and Carson: Toward an Environmental Virtue Ethics" is one such effort. In it, Cafaro analyzes 

the lives and works of these individuals, aiming to show that they "share certain ethical positions 

that any environmental virtue ethic worthy of the name must embrace". 19 Such positions, he 

notes, include, "putting economic life in its proper, subordinate place within human life as a 

whole; cultivating scientific knowledge, while appreciating its limits; extending moral 

considerability to the nonhuman world; and supporting wilderness protection. "20 In addition to 

sharing these ethical positions, the lives and works of the exemplars serve to demonstrate how a 

well-formed environmental virtue ethic might encourage positive approaches to preserving 

15 
Specifically, Myers (2010), Frasz (1993) & (2001), Sandier (2004), and Treanor (2010) 

16 
Sandier (2006) 

17 Ibid. 
18 

See Cafaro (2001) for one such example. 
19 

Cafaro (2001), abstract 
20 Ibid. 
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nature. By demonstrating both i) the importance of nature to individual development and human 

flourishing and ii) the importance of maintaining the health of non-human life and the natural 

world for its own sake, environmental virtue ethics has the potential to reverse the contemporary 

trend to construe the value of natural entities as primarily instrumental. The ubiquity of this 

attitude is due in large part to the prevalence of utilitarian and rights-based approaches to 

environmental ethics, which are unable to address the qualitative questions that underlie our 

attitudes, practices, and conceptions regarding wild nature. Consequently, positive arguments to 

encourage mutually beneficial and respectful habitation with nature, in such a way that is in the 

enlightened self-interest of human beings, have been underdeveloped (a fact which is 

unfortunately reflected in contemporary American land use policies). Cafaro argues that by 

understanding the virtues, attitudes, and behaviors that characterized the lives of these 

exemplars, we can arrive at fuller understandings of the environmental virtues and of the 

importance of nature in flourishing individually and as a species. 

This approach is promising for a number of reasons. First, although each of these 

individuals held non-anthropocentric positions on the normative and intrinsic value of nature, 

they also understood the importance of nature in promoting human flourishing. Indeed, as Cafaro 

notes, Thoreau many times uses the words ' flourishing', ' living well' , and 'chief end' in his 

writing- "words and phrases employed by recent scholars to translate and resmTect the proper 

ancient Greek understanding of eudaimonia, in place of our more subjective and trivial 

"happiness."" By emphasizing the importance of nature to human life and human flourishing, 

non-anthropocentricists can extend a normative appeal for the considerability of nature in a way 

that subverts the traditional hostility and stalemate of the anthropocentric/non-anthropocentric 

tension. Second, these exemplars serve as contemporary mentors for those eager to develop their 
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character. In much the same way that Aristotle and contemporary virtue ethicists argue that an 

important part of acquiring and developing the virtues is observing and learning from a mentor 

or teacher, everyday people are able to look up to the lives and works of exemplars such as these 

to study and learn from their moral example. In Intelligent Virtue, Annas indicated the usefulness 

of literature and history of studying virtue and character. Certainly Walden, A Sand Country 

Almanac, and Silent Spring, are "extended studies of the psychology of individuals" that give us 

"valuable case histories" into the moral nature and character of these individuals who are widely 

regarded as champion~ of nature and the wilderness.21 

Unfortunately, as Sandler points out, this approach has the shortcoming of being 

suboptimally objective concerning the selection of exemplars. Simply put, "the bare fact that 

some of us, or even quite a lot of us, find a particular person to be environmentally admirable is 

not sufficient to establish that the traits she exemplifies are environmental virtues," though 

Sandler recognizes that this approach remains one "among several considerations that must be 

taken into account when developing a theory of environmental virtue. "22 Likewise, the shortfall 

Sandler identifies does not negate the importance of identifying, emulating, and learning from a 

mentor or teacher in attempting to develop one's character. The approach is also problematic in 

that putative judgments about which individuals qualify as environmental exemplars may vary 

by culture or community, and such individuals are likely to be rare and few in number. 

The second approach Sandler identifies is the extensionist approach. The extensionist 

approach is characterized by the attempt to apply traditionally recognized virtues that are 

operative in human interactions to environmental contexts with human-environment interactions. 

Sandler has formulated the approach as follows: 

21 
Annas (2009), p. 176 

22 
Sandler (2006), 248 
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Figure 1 

(1) Vl is the virtue applicable to anthropic interactions or relationships of type Hl. 

(2) Naturalistic interactions or relationships of type El are analogous in all morally 

relevant respects to HI , where 'morally relevant' in this context refers to those features of 

the interaction or relationship that renders the particular virtue appropriate to it. 

(3) Therefore, Vl should be applied, mutatis mutandis to El. That is, VI is a component 

of environmental virtue, and the environmentally virtuous person will display the 

character disposition VI in E 1 . 23 

Put less formulaically, the approach first identifies the virtue applicable to a given anthropic 

interaction. The morally salient features of that anthropic interaction are then shown to be 

morally analogous to the naturalistic situation in question. Finally, the approach would be 

utilized to argue that, because the morally salient features of the anthropic interaction are 

analogous to the features ofthe naturalistic interaction, the virtue in question can be evenly 

applied to both contexts. 

In practice, the approach is very engaging and appealing, as one is invited to consider the 

applicability of familiar ideas and concepts to novel situations and contexts. This approach 

utilizes comparative analysis and metaphor to fully conceptualize the "morally relevant" aspects 

of the naturalistic context, thereby allowing the Vl-Hl relationship to be cleanly applied to the 

new, naturalistic relationship or interaction. For example, Geoffrey Frasz has postulated 

friendship and openness as two virtues that are plausibly operative in naturalistic contexts?4 In 

support of the claim that friendship has naturalistic relevancy, Frasz first identifies the 

23 
Sandier (2004), p. 480 

24 
See Frasz (2001) and (1993) 
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normatively salient aspects of friendship as we practice it today: humans readily engage in love 

or friendly relationships, and in so doing, they assert the moral value oftheir friends, of the 

choiceworthiness of the lives ofthose friends, and the importance of taking actions to benefit 

those friends out of an interest for their continued well-being. Perhaps one of the most important 

aspects of friendship that Frasz identifies is our willingness to restrain or override our own 

interests and to act in the best interests of our friends, with their continued well-being as our 

motivation. He argues that by fostering friendly relationships and interactions with the land, we 

become able to care better for the continued ecological health of the planet and for future 

generations of people. Drawing heavily on the work of Thomas Hill, Frasz also makes the 

argwnent for humility, or 'openness' as he presents it, as an environmentally operative virtue.25 

Exercising humility in a naturalistic context involves having a healthy and modest conception of 

self-importance and understanding one's place as a biological organism in a natural world; as a 

being that influences nature and is in tum nurtured and shaped by it. 26 Frasz argues for the 

applicability of openness to environmental contexts by arguing that "a child that learns to care 

about other people and animals is more likely to learn to care also about nonsentient nature ... the 

converse is also likely."27 

As the foregoing examples briefly show, the approach is workable, and many 

philosophers have plausibly argued for uniquely interpreting many traditional virtues as 

operative in environmental contexts. However, as Sandler has argued, the extensionist approach 

is dependent upon an implicit conception of environmental virtue as "just. .. the aggregate or 

compilation of all the virtues applicable to environmental contexts."28 Thus understood, 

25 
Frasz (1993) 

26 Ibid., p. 267 
27 Ibid., p. 267 
28 Sandler (2004), p. 480 
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environmental virtue is a composite which must be transposed to a new, environmental context, 

rather than a distinct virtue which is native to environmental interactions and issues. For 

example, suppose we determine that the morally salient features of an environmental ethical 

issue are such that the anthropic virtues of compassion, temperance, and thoughtfulness are 

relevant to an example environmental issue at hand. On the extensionist approach, then, 

environmental virtue in this context would simply be the aggregate of compassion, temperance, 

and consideration. The negative theoretical implications of this conception of environmental 

virtue are twofold: i) the approach has 'coverage issues' and ii) the approach cannot specify the 

necessity or sufficiency of environmental virtue relative to total virtue.29 

The first concern asserts that, "As the virtues from interpersonal interactions and 

relationships are stretched to provide coverage over a greater range of environmental interactions 

and relationships, the less tenable (or more metaphorical) the extension becomes."30 Ethics is 

anything but neat, particularly so in the case of environmental ethics, which is the subject of 

almost constant conflict between anthropic and naturalistic values and concerns. Quite plausibly, 

one may worry that without an environmental virtue native to environmental issues, attempts to 

establish the normative comparability of the morally salient features ofHl with El (see Figure 1 

above) will become increasingly insubstantial; thus, attempts to apply traditional virtues to 

naturalistic contexts in which they barely apply will weaken the normative resources available to 

an environmental ethic. The second concern asserts that by aiming only to show which character 

traits and dispositions an agent must possess to qualify as environmentally virtuous, the 

extensionist approach leaves open the question of whether "being an environmentally virtuous 

person is necessary for being a virtuous person simpliciter, and whether being a virtuous person 

29 Ibid., p. 485, 486 
30 Ibid., p. 486 
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simpliciter is sufficient for being environmentally virtuous."31 Thus, utilizing the extensionist 

approach to identify environmental virtue necessarily results in the inconsistency that an 

otherwise morally upstanding person could perform environmentally destructive and 

unconscious acts, or that a paragon of environmental virtue could also act in such a way that 

demonstrates complete disregard for the non-environmental virtues. Sandler argues that the 

resolution to this issue is to make environmental virtue "part of or entailed by" the virtues and 

traits required to be virtuous simpliciter.32 

Confirming environmental virtue as a distinct virtue, on a "normative par" with the other 

traditional virtues, would resolve both of these pressing concerns. Recognizing environmental 

virtue as a singular, distinct virtue that is natively operative in naturalistic contexts would resolve 

the 'coverage issues' objection, and placing said virtue on a normative par with the recognizing 

interpersonal virtues would endow environmental virtue with the normative resources afforded to 

the other virtues that constitute our moral landscape. 

Sandler's arguments, as briefly recounted above, offer the following conclusion: while 

neither of these approaches are capable of adequately identifying environmental virtue on their 

own, they "can be fruitful ways of identifying the substantive content of environmental virtue. "33 

As Sandler argues, however, we must first identify environmental virtue using a full , objective 

theory of virtue before we can make remarks as to its character and content. It is to such a task 

we now turn. I begin by briefly reviewing Sandler's theory of environmental virtue. I then 

support Sandler's recognition of 'ecological sensitivity' , according to this theory of 

31 Ibid., p. 485 
32 Ibid., p. 485. This is where the shortcomings of the approach become most obvious; denying environmental 
virtue the status of full 'virtuehood'- on a par with the other, traditionally recognized virtues- leaves the 
extensionist approach incapable of specifying the place of environmental virtue in our larger virtue ethical 
landscape. 
33 

Sandler (2006), p. 249 
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environmental virtue, as the environmental virtue that is consistently operative in naturalistic 

contexts. Utilizing methodologies similar to those of the environmental exemplar and 

extensionist approaches, I conclude by attempting to give a fuller characterization of ecological 

sensitivity. 

IV. The Teleological Pluralism Thesis as a Theory of Virtue and the Characterization of 

Ecological Sensitivity 

In "A Theory of Environmental Virtue", Ronald Sandler puts forward what he calls the 

teleological pluralism thesis as a theory of virtue for identifying and characterizing 

environmental virtue. Utilizing this virtue theory, he goes on to propose a categorized, inclusive, 

and multifaceted typology of environmental virtue.34 I begin with a brief review of Sandler's 

theory of virtue, after which I will support his proposition of ecological sensitivity as an 

environmental virtue. I will then attempt to give a fuller characterization of ecological sensitivity 

qua environmental virtue. 

Sandler's teleological pluralism thesis is, at bottom, a variation of the natural goodness 

approach, which is a theory of virtue largely premised on ethical naturalism.35 Briefly, the 

essential suggestion is that the attributive adjective 'good' which is utilized in biological 

evaluations ofplants and animals as 'good', healthy members oftheir species maintains its 

normative, grammatical, and logical structure in ethical evaluations of human beings as good qua 

human beings. We can thus (the thought goes) intelligibly conduct ethical evaluations of human 

beings in ways roughly analogous to how scientists might biologically evaluate a cedar waxwing 

34 
Sandier {2006) 

35 
See Rosalind Hursthouse's On Virtue Ethics (Oxford University Press, 2001) 
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or a yucca plant as ' good ' members of their species. Extracting from Hursthouse, Sandler 

produces the following natural goodness thesis: 

A human being is ethically good (i.e., virtuous) insofar as she is well fitted with respect 

to her (i) emotions, (ii) desires, and (iii) actions (from reason and inclination); whether 

she is thus well fitted is determined by whether these aspects well serve (1) her survival, 

(2) the continuance of the species, (3) characteristic freedom from pain and characteristic 

enjoyment, and (4) the good functioning ofher social group-in the way characteristic of 

human beings.36 

The natural goodness approach is teleological and eudaimonistic in that natural beings are 

evaluated according to their possession of certain traits or abilities that allow them to live and 

flourish in a way characteristic of that species, as the above thesis shows. However, Sandler 

observes, the " ... ends constitutive of human flourishing are not fixed by the biological or 

anthropological facts about human beings". 37 He suggests that "meaningfulness, autonomy, and 

knowledge" constitute essential elements of human flourishing and that these constituents are not 

fully accounted for by the natural goodness approach.38 Thus, Sandler generates the following, 

which he labels the teieoiogicalpiuralism thesis: 

A human being is ethically good (i.e., virtuous) insofar as she is well-fitted with respect 

to her (i) emotions, (ii) desires, and (iii) actions (from reason and inclination); whether he 

or she is thus well-fitted is determined by whether these aspects well serve (1) his or her 

36 
Sandler (2006), p. 251; also See Hursthouse (2001), Ch. 9 

37 
Sandler (2006), p. 255 

38 Ibid. 
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survival, (2) the continuance ofthe species, (3) characteristic freedom from pain and 

characteristic enjoyment, (4) the good functioning of his or her social group, (5) his or 

her autonomy, (6) the accumulation of knowledge, (7) a meaningful life, and (8) the 

realization of any non-eudaimonistic ends (grounded in non-eudaimonistic goods or 

values)-in the way characteristic of human beings (i.e., in a way that can rightly be seen 

as good).39 

This thesis, as a theory of virtue, maintains the foundation of ethical naturalism found in the 

natural goodness approach, and it is strongly teleological in that character traits are evaluated by 

according to how well they tend to fulfill certain ends. Importantly, this thesis is pluralistic in 

that those ends may be agent-relative or agent-independent. The possibility of plurality of ends is 

essential for a theory of environmental virtue because of the fact that we may extend significant 

concern to natural beings and places, independent of how those beings or places impact our 

ability to flourish as human individuals. It is an essential thrust of the present work, according to 

this theory of virtue, that the human excellence we may call 'ecological sensitivity' qualifies as 

an environmental virtue, as Sandler proposes. 

Much like frugality is an operative virtue in the field of personal finance, ecological 

sensitivity is a proposed virtue whose field concerns environmental entities and places (and 

human interactions with those entities and places). That the content of ecological sensitivity 

extends beyond the ends generally conducive to human flourishing is not a problem for the 

teleological pluralism thesis, however. Since it is an implicit characteristic of the Sandler's 

theory of virtue that agent-independent ends may inform the content of virtues, ecological 

sensitivity can be accommodated by the thesis and objectively ratified as a virtue. 

39 Ibid., p. 256 
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In recognizing ecological sensitivity as a virtue, we afford to it the same normative 

theoretical resources afforded to the traditionally recognized human virtues. This allows us to 

sidestep the crippling theoretical gap in the extensionist approach, namely, the concern that the 

extensionist approach cannot robustly detail the necessity and sufficiency of environmental 

virtue for virtue simpliciter. Additionally, by recognizing a dedicated environmental virtue, we 

resolve the concern about 'coverage issues'. In the (likely) event that an agent encounters an 

environmental moral quandary in which no other virtue is informatively operative, the 

recognition of ecological sensitivity as an environmental virtue allows the agent to intelligibly 

weigh the competing interests. It nonetheless remains to be said exactly what the substantive 

content of the virtue of ecological sensitivity is, how it is acquired, and how it is developed. 

I hope to characterize ecological sensitivity by drawing upon a number of theoretical 

resources. As noted earlier, the exemplar and extensionist approaches- while not sufficient to 

serve as discrete theories of virtue- are useful for characterizing ecological sensitivity and for 

offering an account of how it is acquired and developed. In addition to direct explication, I will 

draw on the methodologies of the aforementioned approaches to help characterize the virtue. In 

the Aristotelian spirit, we may only be as precise as the subject allows, and environmental ethics 

is truly a multifaceted and complex domain. Nonetheless, it may be informative to support my 

account with explications deriving from more traditional, well-known virtues. 

Following Sandler, I claim ecological sensitivity to be the environmental virtue that is 

endemic to and operative in all environmental interactions and relationships. However, 

recognizing the potential usefulness of a fuller typology of environmental virtue, I do not claim 

that ecological sensitivity is operative alone or with exclusivity of the other virtues.40 Indeed, I 

40 See Sandler (2006). His inclusive typology of environmental virtue will be useful for future efforts to integrate 
environmental virtue within a larger environmental ethic. The present work contributes to Sandler's typology by 
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suggest that ecological sensitivity integrates with the other, traditional virtues, and that these 

virtues can be cooperative in providing action guidance. Furthermore, as a full virtue itself, 

ecological sensitivity exists in unity with the other virtues, and is constitutive of virtue 

simpliciter. 

Identifying a virtue endemic to 'all environmental interactions and relationships' is an 

ambitious notion, and it may be helpful to identify how far this claim extends. In doing so, I will 

begin to make clear the first important feature that is constitutive of ecological sensitivity, 

namely, (I) a consciousness and sense of one's place in nature. Environmentalists and 

environmental writers have long decried the negative influences of modernity- including the 

technological advancement and material luxury of the contemporary West- on the attitudes 

humans take toward the environment and the natural world.41 Practically speaking, the current 

land and resource management policies in place in America are also detrimental to our 

understanding and conception of the environment and nature. Arguably, by implementing laws 

and policies that treat natural entities and creatures as resources to be managed and conserved for 

future human use, we reinforce a conception of the environment that is equally disinterested and 

instrumental. For many people who live in modem American cities, nature is the thing we 

encounter on occasion, on the walk from a building to our vehicles or along a long stretch of 

highway. Whatever the causes for the modern disconnect with nature, I suggest that recognizing 

and rectifying that attitude is an essential task in acquiring and developing environmental virtue. 

Following the tradition of scientific naturalism, ecological sensitivity implicitly requires that one 

understands one's place as a biological creature in a natural, biological world. That is to say that 

offering an explication of ecological sensitivity, which is perhaps the only truly novel virtue included in his typology. 
With a fully characterized inventory of environmental virtue in hand, future scholars might make efforts to 
integrate environmental virtue into a full ethic, alongside robust theories of environmental practical wisdom and 
theories of right action. 
41 See Jack Turner's The Abstract Wild, Edward Abbey's Desert Solitaire, or Bill McKibben's The End of Nature 
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the conception of the self, of the human species, as something separate from or independent of 

nature is a mistaken and flawed one. People who hope to develop the virtue of ecological 

sensitivity ought to, I suggest, begin by understanding their place as a single biological organism 

who is deeply and significantly integrated into a complex web of environmental , personal, social, 

and political relationships and hierarchies, all of which operate within and interact with the 

natural world at large. 

Much like Aristotle's theory of the mean, understanding one's place in nature means 

holding a self-conception that also occupies a mean. On the one hand, humans should not 

overestimate their self-importance- neither in relation to other humans nor toward the natural 

world. On the other hand, human beings ought not to have so low a sense ofselfthat they feel 

compelled to thoughtlessly sacrifice their health and well-being for the sake of some abstract 

notion of ' the environment' . A healthy and proper sense of place involves being conscious of 

one's place in the world, in such a way that strikes a mean between anthropocentricism and self-

aggrandizement on the one hand and misanthropism or self-deprecation on the other.42 Though 

operative in different contexts, this component of ecological sensitivity might be likened to 

traditional virtues like humility or modesty. 

The second element of ecological sensitivity seems a logical if not necessary progression 

from the possession of a proper sense of one's place in built and natural contexts. I suggest that 

(2) respect for and benevolence towards living creatures (human and non-human) and towards 

non-living environmental entities, whether or not the existence of such beings or entities is 

relevant to the agent or the agent's own flourishing, is the second element constitutive of the 

content of the virtue of ecological sensitivity. As a disposition constituent of ecological 

42 Accusations of misanthropism, anti-humanism, or ecological fascism are often made at scholars working in the 
deep ecology tradition. See Bookchin's (1987) polemical critique of the deep ecology movement. 

Kaplan 19 



sensitivity, this formulation has a number of advantages. First, it integrates seamlessly with the 

' consciousness and sense of place ' which I posit as the first constituent of ecological sensitivity. 

An agent who possesses a robust sense of her place in built and natural contexts wiJJ possess an 

appreciation for the interconnectedness of life- human and non-human- both to each other and 

to the natural environment. Such an appreciation comes with the knowledge that human beings 

do not exist in a biological vacuum: although our actions are capable of disproportionately 

benefitting or harming the natural world, we are as much dependent upon a healthy planet for our 

continued survival as is an obscure species of insect. Respecting living creatures and natural 

entities is a small extension of this attitude: much as we already demonstrate a respect for the 

health and well-being of our cities and communities, we ought to extend that respect and 

benevolence to the natural environment. Secondly, the foregoing formulation is appropriately 

limited in scope in a number of ways. We can respect natural entities by doing our utmost- at 

local, national, or special levels- to allow natural life and entities to continue existing as they 

might have without human intervention on the modern, industrial scale. This approach avoids the 

messy and undetermined questions surrounding the attribution of rights to non-human life and 

entities. Additionally, it does not imply that humans ought not interact with or utilize natural 

entities; instead, it suggests that we ought to redouble our current efforts to minimize the 

negative impact of human activities on the environment. Furthermore, this specification avoids 

the postulation of a normatively ' best' state of nature; the suggestion is only that we allow nature 

to exist with minimal negative human impact, whatever that existence may be like. 

Environmental virtue ethics is an epistemically demanding domain, and our status as 

finite beings imposes limits on our capacity to gather and utilize knowledge about our 
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interactions and relationships with the environment.43 Thus, on the account offered here, the 

following epistemic requirement is only minimally constitutive of ecological sensitivity. I 

suggest that ecological sensitivity involves (3) a basic awareness of, and at least a willingness to 

learn about and understand, how one's actions may impact the environmental entities affected by 

a decision or action. This formulation is intended to classify willful or culpable negligence as 

morally problematic, without requiring that agents investigate and understand the ramifications 

of an issue/action to the level of detail to which that subject is understood by academic or 

professional experts. We might refine this formulation thusly: an agent should be as aware of the 

facts of a situation/action/decision as is necessary to make a choice that consciously reflects their 

values and intentions concerning that subject.44 Specified thus, this epistemic element requires 

only that the agent be as informed as is necessary to make a true-to-values decision. 

However, does that not imply that an agent with morally reprehensible values regarding 

an environmental issue need only be minimally informed of the facts relevant to an 

environmental action or issue? Yes, it does. If a given agent does not value the passive act of not 

littering, then it simply wiJJ not matter whether or not an individual is informed of the negative 

consequences of that (or any other) action. This is an acceptable conclusion for the foJJowing 

reason. I have specified two constitutive elements of the virtue of ecological sensitivity before 

proposing the present third element. If an agent chose to regularly litter (or to perform some 

similar action from which is it nearly effortless to refrain), then that agent likely does not possess 

the proper sense of place or respect for other life that I have argued are critically important 

constituents of ecological sensitivity. Thus, it does not matter how much or how little a given 

43 
See Kawall (2010), which provides a very elucidating account of the epistemic difficulties of leading an 

environmentally virtuous life and ways to mitigate that difficulty. 
44 The idea for the spirit of this formulation comes from Jenni, K. (2003). "Vices of inattention." Journal of Applied 
Philosophy, 20(3), 279-295. 
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agent knows about an environmental issue if he selfishly refuses to recognize his place in built 

and natural contexts or the value of healthy life besides his own person. 

There are additional reasons to believe that this formulation does not place undue 

epistemological burden on agents aspiring to environmental virtue. In our information-rich 

world, there is a wealth of sources of information to assist agents in making environmental 

decisions. Government bodies and organizations, non-profits and NGOs, media reports, scholarly 

books, monographs, and publications, and citizens' groups represent a small sampling of the 

kinds of information sources available to people interested in making environmentally conscious 

decisions. It is plausible to suggest that by relying on friends, experts, and sources like the 

above-named, individual agents can reduce the amount of information-gathering they need to do 

on their own. Furthermore, we can suggest plausible rules of thumb to help agents effectively 

gather information about environmental issues. Jason Kawall suggests the following, for 

example: 

We ought to prioritize issues for investigation, ceteris paribus, in proportion to (1) the 

extent that we are personally implicated or appear to have an ability to influence a 

situation, (2) the apparent importance or severity of the issue, and the relative lack of 

attention and action that it is receiving or can be reasonably expected to receive, (3) the 

strength of the evidence that there is a moral issue, and ( 4) the relative ease or low costs 

of obtaining relevant information for us. With these factors in hand, we can further take 

into account (5) our own preferences and interests with respect to issues as a further 

deciding factor, though one that is secondary to the others.45 

45 
Kawall (2010), p. 116 

Kaplan 22 



So, for example, if I am a regular purchaser of a certain product that a recent media report 

implicates as the subject of possible environmental controversy, I might be interested in 

investigating that issue to the extent necessary to determine whether I ought to continue to 

purchase that product. The media report as well as reports from NGOs or non-profits that work 

in the domain of that product might represent useful sources from which to begin my research. 

Besides seeking out knowledge when necessary, this constituent element of ecological 

sensitivity suggests that agents ought to remain open to new information about environmental 

issues, particularly new information provided by experts or reliable sources. Much like we defer 

to judgment of doctors and lawyers in matters of end-of-life care or legal and ethical issues, we 

have strong reason to remain open to the expert advice and research provided by trustworthy 

environmental professionals. For example, we would not hold morally culpable a hiker who 

violates a park regulation of which they were not aware, and for which there is not a reasonable 

expectation that they ought to have been aware. In such a case, this formulation would require 

only that they be open and willing to learn, say, from a park ranger, about how to correct their 

accidentally offending actions. This also illustrates how this epistemic constituent of ecological 

sensitivity is minimally demanding on agents. 

Furthermore, I suggest that this epistemic constituent integrates well with the 

aforementioned constituents of ecological sensitivity that are more firmly based in human 

emotion or cognition concerning the environment. Plausibly, an individual who is working to 

foster a healthy sense of place and a respect for other life and entities besides her own will have 

at least a mild interest in acquiring facts and knowledge concerning the natural creatures and 

entities for which she is developing a sensitivity. Thus, despite the fact that we are indeed finite 

beings with limited time and epistemic resources at our disposal, there may be reason to believe 
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that fostering an increased emotional and cognitive respect, awe, or sensitivity towards the 

environment will dispose individuals to become interested in learning more about specific 

natural creatures or entities that interest them personally. 

I have said much about the attitudes, values, and beliefs that may be required of an agent 

to qualify as possessing the environmental virtue of ecological sensitivity. Of course, right action 

is as much a component of the performance and evaluation of virtue as thought, and it is to this 

matter that I finally turn. Much like the virtue of charity involves acting in such a way that 

reflects the possession of a charitable and selfless character, I will suggest that ecological 

sensitivity involves acting in a way that reflects the possession of the values and dispositions I 

have posited here as constitutive of ecological sensitivity. More precisely stated, ecological 

sensitivity involves (4) the proclivity, tendency, or disposition to act in ways that (i) demonstrate 

an understanding of one' s place in nature; (ii) exemplify a respect for life besides one's own, 

human and otherwise, and for non-living entities; and (iii) demonstrate a basic awareness of, and 

a willingness to learn or understand, how one's actions may impact environmental entities. This 

recursive formulation is suitable as a constituent element of ecological sensitivity, as I will soon 

suggest. It is not, however, offered as an account of right action for environmental virtue 

simpliciter. Such a task is beyond the scope of the present work, and may yet depend on future 

scholarship to identify and fully characterize the other proposed environmental virtues. 

I hope to elaborate upon this requirement of right action and prove the suitability of the 

formulation within the virtue of ecological sensitivity by reference to Aristotle's theory of the 

mean, which is quite implicitly operative in my initial formulation. Thereafter, I will suggest the 

possibility of forming simple v-rules concerning this constituent of ecological sensitivity that 

may be useful in the acquisition and practice of ecological sensitivity. 
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If ecological sensitivity is the mean with regard to naturalistic interactions and 

relationships, then an agent can be deficient or excessive in two regards. One may demonstrate 

deficient ecological sensitivity by being environmentally careless or apathetic. Thomas Hill's 

famous example (mentioned earlier in this work) comes to mind, as does the alleged quip by 

then-Governor Reagan, "If you've seen one redwood, you've seen them all." When willfully 

committed, things like improper chemical dumping, off-reading in managed wilderness zones, or 

tossing a cigarette into dry brush along a highway may plausibly be critiqued as ecologically 

careless. More sinister actions like illegal poaching or the destruction of delicate or old-growth 

ecosystems demonstrate complete apathy towards non-human life and entities. Labels like eco-

terrorist and anti-humanist are often popularly applied to individuals who occupy the opposite 

extreme. Individuals who demonstrate excessive ecological sensitivity may, in response to the 

plethora of environmentally degradative actions performed by humans, become emotionally 

imbalanced and may develop pessimistic, anti-human, or harmfully radical attitudes. Arguably, 

actions like tree spiking and criminal arson are morally reprehensible because they demonstrate 

an inappropriate lack of respect for the value of human life and property.46 Individuals who 

advocate for massive human population reduction are plausibly mistaken in their valuations of 

human life and their beliefs regarding the methods useful in reducing the negative impact of 

human activity on the natural world. 

Striking the mean with regards to ecological sensitivity means not being excessive or 

deficient in the ways briefly characterized above. In situations where human and environmental 

interests are in conflict, the ecologically sensitive agent deliberates equally: there ought not be an 

46 
Tree spiking refers to the practice of driving a hard material (some kind of metal, hard ceramic, or composite 

material) into the trunk of a tree. This practice endangers the lives of loggers and mill operators who may be 
processing the spiked trees for lumber. The Earth Liberation Front is a notable group responsible for eco-terrorist 
acts of arson. 
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immediate presumption that human interests trump environmental interests, nor vice versa. The 

ecologically sensitive agent achieves right action through careful, balanced deliberation in a way 

that is sensitive to the details of the case at hand. With the nature of ecological sensitivity thus 

characterized, we must ask, 'How then do agents go about acquiring and deploying the moral 

wisdom necessary to strike the mean of ecological sensitivity and to deliberate fairly in unique 

cases?' To answer that, it may be helpful to be speak of the acquisition of the virtue of ecological 

sensitivity, and how agents may develop it and its associated moral wisdom. 

Following Annas, I will suggest that the virtue of ecological sensitivity is much like a 

practical skill, and that it can be developed by a particular type of practice- in this case, 

introspection and natural experiences.'n I will further suggest that agents aspiring to ecological 

sensitivity have much to gain by studying and learning from environmental exemplars and 

mentors. 

This process of introspection can begin with a question as simple as, ' Am I living well?' 

A hypothetical American might complain of struggling to find time to develop personal peace 

and satisfaction due to the burdens of a busy professional life and interpersonal commitments, 

despite modest material accumulation and laudable professional success. This individual might 

decide to readjust her priorities by "putting economic life in its proper place - that is, as a 

support for comfortable and decent human lives, rather than as an engine powering endlessly 

more acquisition and consumption."48 Philip Cafaro has suggested this as a common theme 

drawn from the writings of the environmentalist writers Henry David Thoreau, A! do Leopold, 

and Rachel Carson, and it may be instructive in our present efforts concerning the acquisition of 

47 This is one of the central thrusts of Annas' Intelligent Virtue. An important feature of her analogy of virtue as a 
skill is that " [virtue) requires time, experience, and habituat ion to develop ... ", which is a notion I will re iterate with 
this particular virtue. (Annas, 2009, p. 14) 
48 Cafaro (2001), p. 13 
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ecological sensitivity.49 This individual may decide instead to invest more of her time and energy 

fostering strong relationships with her community and the surrounding environment. Such a 

process can lead individuals to develop a strong sense of emplacement and attachment to their 

community, which may serve as a springboard for extending that concern to the non-human and 

non-living environment upon which human communities depend. A strong sense of emplacement 

and attachment will likely lead individuals to seek enriching experiences in their community and 

the environment around it. For an urbanite, this may begin by appreciating the hummingbirds 

outside one's window in the morning; it may develop into a passion for bird-watching and nature 

experiences at one's local parks and wilderness areas. Based on the experience of countless 

outdoors enthusiasts and North American environmental writers, such individuals will likely 

come to appreciate not only the beauty and splendor of the natural world around them, but also 

the sense of peace and freedom offered by experiences outdoors. By appreciating the excellences 

and value inherent in the natural world, we may come to find that natural experiences help us 

discover excellence, inner peace, and happiness in our own lives. Individuals who begin to 

recognize the value of the natural world, both inherently and insofar as it is capable of bettering 

human lives, will then likely begin to respect it and wish it preserved for its own sake, for their 

own appreciation, and for that of posterity. It is likely, then, that individuals who have cultivated 

a strong sense of emplacement and who have begun to recognize both the implicit and 

instrumental value of nature will seek to learn and act in ways that either actively (through the 

performance of environmental service) or passively (by living an environmentally conscious life) 

reflect these changing values. 

It is important to note that individuals who seek any level of deeper, richer connection 

with their local community and environment are not alone in doing so. Agents seeking to 

49 
Ibid. 
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develop their environmental virtue may draw on upon a wealth of resources both from the virtue 

ethical tradition and from environmental literature and history. It should be noted that 

Hursthouse's v-rules are informative not only for robust virtue ethical action guidance, but also 

as tools for learning and developing virtue at the outset.50 The use ofv-rules like ' Be honest' and 

' Be compassionate to others' is common in everyday moral education, and they can be useful in 

inculcating the basic virtues. As Sandler notes, then, "more specific v-rules will follow from 

more concrete specifications of the particular virtues."51 A few v-rules can plausibly be drawn 

from the (hopefully concrete) specification of ecological sensitivity offered here: ' Be sensitive to 

non-human life and non-living natural entities; 'Be conscious of the environmental consequences 

of your actions'; 'Do not act in ways that are anthropocentric ' . An important advantage ofv-

rules is that they "can be derived by those who are not virtuous through ethical theorizing and 

reflection on what di spositions are constitutive of the virtues". 52 Thus, the importance of 

introspection to the initial development of ecological sensitivity continues to be critical to its 

development in agents aspiring to environmental virtue. 

I will suggest, however, that agents are not alone in their efforts to introspect and theorize 

about environmental virtue and its development. Although I argued earlier that the 

environmental exemplar approach is inadequate on its own as a theory of virtue, the approach's 

methodology is important as an example of how environmental virtue ethics has adopted the 

Aristotelian notion of moral mentors and exemplars that agents aspiring to virtue should emulate 

and study. Speaking of virtue generally, Julia Annas has suggested that literary and biographical 

50 This is an important argument in her notable text On Virtue Ethics. Hursthouse suggests that v-rules are capa ble 
of strong action guidance in much the same way that ut il itarianism and deontology are. Whereas the greatest 
happiness principle and categorical imperative underwrite action guidance for t he utilitarianism and deontology, 
the particular virtues upon which v-rules are based underwrite the action guidance of which virtue eth ics is 
capable. 
51 Sa ndier (2004), p. 489 
52 Ibid. 
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works may be useful as extensive insights into the psychology of individuals (fictional or 

otherwise) who are widely regarded as exemplars of virtue. 53 Regarding environmental virtue 

specifically, Philip Cafaro has studied and analyzed the works of the North American 

environmental writers Henry David Thoreau, Aldo Leopold, and Rachel Carson, and has 

identified common themes and shared virtues among them. For example, the virtue of simplicity 

is critical to Thoreau ' s conception of freedom and the good life as presented in Walden. 54 InA 

Sand Country Almanac, Aldo Leopold "makes a moving plea for moral extensionism and human 

self-restraint" as he argues that "We abuse land because we regard it as a commodity belonging 

to us."55 Cafaro argues that Leopold also emphasizes the virtue of material simplicity, "Wealthy 

Americans have reached the point, Leopold believes, where they cannot better their lives through 

increased wealth or possessions. Instead, building on a foundation of material sufficiency, they 

should strive to live lives that are rich in perception and knowledge of their surroundings."56 

Cafaro makes clear how implicit conceptions of eudaimonia and human flourishing underlie 

much of Rachel Carson's writing, "Silent Spring also expresses Carson' s belief that preserving 

wild nature helps promote human happiness and flourishing."57 Again, the point here is a 

methodological one. While environmental exemplars may vary by culture or time, the possibility 

of studying the lives and works of individuals who are widely regarded as environmentally 

virtuous can prove useful in helping aspiring agents to develop and practice environmental virtue 

in their own lives. Additionally, a plethora of non-profit organizations exist in the worlds today 

that are focused on conservation, trail maintenance, wilderness preservation, and environmental 

53 
Annas (2009), p. 176 

54 Simplicity of material goods, not of thought or experience. See Cafaro (2001), p. 7 
55 I am quoting Cafaro first, then quoting Leopold through Cafaro. See Cafaro (2001) and A Sand Country Almanac 
by Aldo Leopold (Oxford : Oxford University Press, 1949). 
56 Cafaro (2001), p. 8 
57 Ibid., p. 11 
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activism. Groups like these offer agents aspiring to environmental virtue a way to practice and 

develop ecological sensitivity and the other environmental virtues, while also offering the 

opportunity to learn from people who may be more environmentally virtuous than oneself. Thus, 

in addition to personal introspection, theorizing, and study, agents may find it useful to study and 

learn from environmental exemplars in popular literature and in the domain of environmental 

activism in order to develop ecological sensitivity and environmental virtue. 

V. Conclusion 

The present endeavor began by reviewing, considering, and critiquing prevailing 

literature on current suggested methods of identifying and ratifying environmental virtue. I have 

suggested that the extensionist and environmental exemplar approaches- while useful for 

fleshing out and characterizing environmental virtues and virtuous dispositions- are insufficient 

on their own as robust theories of environmental virtue. Instead, I have argued for the use of 

Sandler's teleological pluralism thesis (by which ethical goodness is evaluated according to the 

fulfillment certain teleological ends) as the best approach to identifying and objectively ratifying 

human excellences as environmental virtues. Following Sandler, I recognize 'ecological 

sensitivity' as an environmental virtue, though l have maintained that ecological sensitivity is 

likely not the only environmental virtue. I then put forward a robust account of the constitution 

of the environmental virtue of ecological sensitivity. I have also briefly suggested methods and 

strategies to aid agents in the inculcation and development of ecological sensitivity. By offering 

this account, I hope to have contributed some small understanding of this environmental virtue 

which is plausibly but one among a larger typology of various environmental virtues. 
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Much work remains to be done to more fully characterize the landscape of environmental 

virtue and its constituent virtues, however. 58 Additionally, a theory of environmental right action 

remains to be fully developed, as does scholarship on the constitution and normativity of 

environmental goodness. Also, the field would likely benefit from additional work, following 

Brian Treanor, concerning the place of public virtue and activism within the larger framework of 

environmental virtue ethics. 59 Indeed, as Treanor suggests, the cooperation of environmental 

virtue ethics and political philosophy will become crucial for efforts to move from theory to 

efficacious, practical environmental reform. 

It is my hope that the present effort to characterize the environmental virtue of ecological 

sensitivity represents one attempt among many current efforts to more fully understand 

environmental virtue in an effort to develop a full, robust, and workable environmental virtue 

ethic. 

58 
Sandier's "A Theory of Environmental Virtue" (2006), referenced here, is one of the foremost efforts in this 

regard. 
59 

See Treanor (2010). 
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