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Environmental beauty is widespread 
and  spectacular 



Including the 
beauty of 

humanized 
environments 
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Paradigms of environmental 
degradation are typically paradigms of 

aesthetic disvalue  
 



 



Litter/ 
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Unsustainable forestry 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Protecting env. beauty will also typically protect 
the environment 

 
 
 
 
 

 



What is Aesthetic Protectionism? 

• Environmental beauty is 
major motivator for env. 
protection 

• Aesthetic 
protectionism = AP  
 

• Aesthetic reasons 
are important 
justifications for 
environmental 
protection 
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Overview 
• This presentation evaluates the virtues of and 

potential problems for aesthetic protectionism (AP): 
 

– Importance of aesthetics in env. protection 
– Aesthetic value and AP 
– Anthropocentrism and AP 
– Positive aesthetics and AP 
– Aes objectivity and AP 
– Beautiful degraded environments and AP 

 
 

 



How important is aesthetics to 
environmental protection? 

• “Our greatest disservice to 
our children" is giving them 
“the belief that ugliness is 
somehow normal"  

• "Ugliness is the surest sign 
of disease ... or 
'unsustainability'" and 
signifies a "fundamental 
disharmony between people 
and between people and 
the land" 

 

David Orr thinks very 
important 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ecological Literacy (1992) 



• Aldo Leopold thought 
that  cultivating an 
appropriate aesthetic 
response to nature was 
as important as 
developing an 
appropriate ethical 
attitude 
 
 

 

• Aesthetician Marcia 
Eaton believes that “in 
absence of a change in 
aesthetic preferences, 
sound environmental 
practices have little chance 
of being widely adopted” 

Philosopher of biology Elliot Sober  thinks 
environmental concern is best understood 
as a kind of aesthetic concern 
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Others think aesthetics is superficial 
and offers little  env. protection 

• Gary Varner argues 
that  aesthetics is at 
best a tie breaker 
when all other 
considerations are 
equal   

• (In Nature’s Interests, 1998) 

 
 

• Kathy Robinson explains why the end 
of blue skies and clear stars may not 
worry those considering injecting 
sulfur particles into the atmosphere 
to combat global warming:   

 
“Not many people think they should                   
be worried about the aesthetic values                      
of the environment in the face of                
looming global disaster. Why would            
anyone care about aesthetic qualities when their 
way of life and perhaps their very lives could be 
on the brink of destruction?”  
“Mutual Impact: Geoengineering and Environmental 

Aesthetics,” 2013 
 



Arguments for poverty of aesthetics 

• “Aesthetic considerations 
involving nature are weak 
and cannot motivate the 
kind of substantial 
measures environmentalists 
routinely recommend” 

• “How can environmentalists 
ask thousands of loggers to 
give up their jobs and way 
of life on the basis of 
aesthetics?” 
 

 
• Just as public policy toward 

humans should not be 
based on human beauty  
– It would be perverse to 

allocate heart transplants on 
the basis of beauty 

• So aesthetics should not be 
used in environmental 
decision making 

 
 

J. Robert Loftis,  
“Three Problems for the Aesthetic Foundations of Environmental Ethics” (2003) 



Questionable              Replies 
claims 

• Concern for aesthetics 
is superficial? 

• Human beauty is a 
trivial basis for how we 
should treat humans? 

• Just as aes 
considerations are weak 
in deciding how to treat 
people, so they are 
weak in deciding how to 
treat the environment 

• No: Aesthetic concerns can 
trump moral concerns, as 
when Churchill moved art 
out of London in WWII 

• If human beauty includes 
people’s inner beauty, 
aesthetic discrimination is  
not so problematic 

• Aesthetics are more 
important in env. affairs 
than in human affairs, as 
fewer competing 
considerations  
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Env aes  as a motivational  
umbrella for marshaling more 

decisive factors?   
• “We are not claiming that aesthetic 

integrity generally has to be the deciding 
factor in settling policy disputes; we are 
suggesting only that it provides an 
effective starting point or frame” 

• “Real power of aes judgments often lies 
in its ability to motivate further 
investigation of other issues that prove 
decisive” 

• “Our point is that a public environmental 
philosophy that highlights threats to 
aesthetic integrity is likely to generate 
the energy and enthusiasm necessary for 
developing subsequent scientific, legal, 
and economic arguments” 
 

Kathy Robinson and 
Kevin Elliott 

“Environmental Aesthetics 
and Public Env. Philosophy”  

(2011) 
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Env Aes is an seriously significant 
factor in own right, even a 

necessary one  
• Env. beauty not only good motivator  

– Not just effective in pushing people’s buttons to protect 
nature 

• Nor mainly a useful public policy heuristic 
• But is a substantial justification for env. protection in 

its own right 
 

• In several respects, reliance on env aes is necessary 
for proper env. protection 
 

 

 



Aesthetics needed to protect 
abiotic nature 

• Important to have reasons to 
protect nature that do not 
treat nature as a mere 
resource for human benefit 

• Talk of the interests or rights 
of non-living nature is 
problematic 

• Aes reasons likely best reasons 
we have for protecting abiotic 
nature that are not shallowly 
“anthropocentric-
instrumental” 
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Aes protectionism needed for 
adequate respect for nature and 
virtuous human-nature relation 

• Ignoring environmental beauty 
is a tragic human failing (a vice) 

• Failing to appreciate and 
protect the environmental 
beauty is a kind of disrespect 
for nature 

• Like failing to appreciate and 
protect a person’s beauty 

 
 



Aes value and Aes Protectionism 
 • A superficial account of aesthetic 

value underlies the rejection of 
aes protectionism and not the 
triviality of aesthetic concerns 
themselves 

 
"When we seek to defend areas of 'outstanding 
natural beauty' against depredations, it matters 
greatly what account we can give of the 
appreciation of that beauty .... We must be able 
to show that more is involved in such 
appreciation than the pleasant, unfocused 
enjoyment of a picnic place” 
 Ronald Hepburn, “Trivial and Serious 
in the Aesthetic Appreciation of Nature” (1993) 

 
 

• Aesthetic value is not 
mere 
– Beauty 
– Pleasure 
– Formal qualities 
– Sight and sound 



Aes values and reasons are broad 
• Aesthetic considerations go 

beyond beauty, the sublime 
and  the picturesque to 
include the aesthetic 
character of environments 

• Involve  
– Cognitive engagement  
– Affective absorption 

• Include  
– Sense of place values 

 

“Our aesthetic experience calls on 
background factors of social and 
cultural experience, habits and belief 
systems, traditions of behavior and 
judgment, even styles of living” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Arnold Berleant,  
The Aesthetics of Environment (1992) 

 



Importance of environments’ 
expressive values 

• The bleakness, awesome character, 
and relentless power of many natural 
environments are: 

 
“Features of nature which all contribute to the 
meaning the world has for us....they enrich our 
lives (as they are) emotionally evocative. . . 
such experiences are part of the human 
condition... our experience would be 
diminished if they were to be destroyed” 

 
 

Richard Norman “Nature, Science, and 
the Sacred” (2004) 

 



Expressive character of humanized 
environments also important 

• If we assume with Allen 
Carlson (as I do) that 
functionality is key to 
aesthetically appreciating 
humanized environments 

• Their expressive 
character depends in 
large part on their 
functions 

• Dysfunctional and thus 
unsustainable human 
environments will have 
negative expressive 
qualities 
 



• Consider suburban sprawl 
– It uses land inefficiently, causes traffic jams, enforces 

automobile use, undermines public transit, disregards 
pedestrians and cyclists, and cripples the community 
in many other ways  

• Though it can be visually appealing, sprawl has 
numerous unsavory expressive qualities 
– Vast expanses of green lawns express our 

commitment to poisons and domination of 
landscapes  

– As symbols of overconsumption, shopping centers 
express waste, shallowness, and greed   

– Gas stations express a myopic devotion to the 
automobile and a short term, nonrenewable energy 
source 

 

 



Objections to Aesthetic 
Protectionism 

 
• Is anthropocentric 
• Relies on fantasy that all 

of nature is beautiful 
• Presupposes a 

problematic aesthetic 
objectivity 

 
• It ignores that degraded 

environments can be 
beautiful  

• It prioritizes 
environmental beauty 
over other env values 
 



Objection:  Protecting nature for its 
beauty is anthropocentric 

 
• Anthropocentric 

justifications are shallow 
and inadequate 

• They perpetuate the 
instrumental, mere 
resource approach to 
environments that led to 
the degraded state of the 
environment today 
 

 



Shallow vs. deep anthropocentric 
aes protectionism 

Shallow 
• Preserve beautiful nature 

because we enjoy looking at 
it 

 
 

• Just as others want to 
destroy nature for their 
enjoyment 

Deep 
• Environmental beauty 

constitutive, not just 
instrumental to human well 
being 
– Robinson & Elliott’s tie of 

aesthetic integrity, sense 
of place, human well 
being 
 



Robinson/Elliott’s human rights 
protecting aes sense of place 

• Destroying a place’s aes 
integrity – by  putting an asphalt 
parking lot in a tree shaded 
neighborhood or polluting 
waterways in a town known for 
its lakes---compromises 
people’s sense of place 

 

Sense of place 
• A meaning and affective 

attachment to place  
• Partly constitutive of 

people’s identity  
• Important to their well 

being 
Procedural rights exist that 
protect to sense of place 

• A type of deep 
anthropocentric aes 
protectionism 
 
 

 

 
 
 



Potential weakness of 
anthropocentric aes protectionism 

• The environment is incredibly 
instrumentally valuable to us 

• But valuing the environment 
solely as a means to human 
benefits evidences a species 
self-centeredness 

• If aesthetic protectionism is 
just another way of using 
nature for human benefit, it 
loses the special status 
afforded to defenses that are 
not anthropocentric and 
involve other directed duties 
 

• Such as the injunction to 
share the planet with other 
living creatures 

 



Non-anthropocentric aesthetic 
protectionism 

 
• The idea that it is 

disrespectful to fail to 
appreciate and protect 
environmental beauty 

• A direct concern for 
environmental beauty 

• Takes the protection of 
env beauty an end and 
not mere means 

 
• Norman’s idea that 

certain aesthetic 
features of nature 
“contribute to meaning 
world has for us”  

• May also be a kind of 
direct concern for 
environmental beauty 



That aes value is anthropogenic 
does not mean it is anthropocentric 

• That valuing attitudes of 
humans are an essential 
part of aesthetic value (it 
is anthropogenic) does 
not mean that this value’s 
worth consists in its 
usefulness to humans (an 
anthropocentric value)   

• One might value a 
landscape (or person) 
because of beauty and 
not be valuing for the 
sake of benefits derived 
from contemplating 
that beauty 
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Objection:  Aes protectionism relies 
on a far-fetched positive aesthetics 

• Protecting environments 
for their beauty provides 
limited env protection as 
many environments are 
not aesthetically positive 
– We need to protect ugly nature  

 
 
 

– Not just beautiful nature 

• One response is positive 
aesthetics (claim that all 
of nature is beautiful)  
 

• But this is absurd: Nature 
is as filled with the ugly, 
the monotonous, and the 
trivial as it is with the 
beautiful, spectacular 
and momentous 

 



Some truth in positive aesthetics 
• While extreme versions of 

positive aesthetics are 
implausible 

• Many environments and 
natural objects that are 
superficially unattractive have 
significant positive aes 
qualities once we learn 
something about them 

• In the case of nature, 
knowledge tends to undermine 
negative aesthetics 

• Cognitivism, specifically--
but not only--scientific 
cognitivism, justifies a 
positive aesthetic response 
to the vast majority of 
natural environments      
and entities   

 
Yuriko Saito,  The Aesthetics of Unscenic 

Nature (1998)  

“No matter how seemingly insignificant, 
uninteresting or repulsive at first sight, 
natural history and ecological sciences 
reveals the marvelous works of every 
part of nature…every part of nature is 
aesthetically positive for its storytelling 

power”  



Need not protect ugly 
environments 

• There is ugliness in nature  
– Scabs, diseased and dying 

organisms 

 
 
 

• But these are not things we 
want to preserve or protect 

• Further, if there is ugly 
nature in need of 
protection, other reasons 
can be used to protect it 

• Aesthetically negative 
humanized environments—
of which there are many—
need not be protected (at 
least not for aesthetic 
reasons) 

• Aesthetic protectionism 
counts in favor of  getting 
rid of the ugly humanized 
environments 



Objection:  Aes protectionism 
requires dubious aes objectivity 

• If aesthetic judgments 
are a matter of 
subjective personal 
taste—which varies 
between individuals—
judgments about the 
environment’s beauty 
(or lack there of) will be 
useless in protecting 
nature 
 

• Objectivity of aesthetic 
judgments in general, 
and particularly about 
the environment, is 
implausible 

• “Beauty is in the eye of 
the beholder” 



One intriguing response:   
Env aes objectivity is a red herring 

• Robinson and Elliott argue 
that all that matters is that 
some people believe an env 
is beautiful, not that it is: 

 
“Objectivity of aesthetic judgments is 

not particularly important in the 
policy sphere. . . the  importance of 

env aes judgments would not be 
significantly increased even if should 
be shown that they were objective… 
nobody cared whether the public’s 

aesthetic judgments about the pond 
were objective or not.” 

• “Even if they were subjective, they 
constituted a serious 
consideration . . . even if a group 
of citizens had regarded the land 
along the river as an aesthetically 
unappealing swamp, this by itself 
would not have invalidated the 
perspective of those who did 
value the undeveloped land.” 



Response: Objectivity not needed 
if aes protectionism mere heuristic 

 
• If env aes is given the 

limited role of an 
umbrella for finding 
more important 
deciding factors in env 
policy, then objectivity 
may not matter 

• Even if there is no right 
answer to whether the 
pond was beautiful or 
ugly, if some though it 
was and this led to 
discovery of  
economic/health 
reasons to protect it, 
then the subjectivity of 
responses are not 
relevant  



Response: Perhaps objectivity not 
needed if aes protection is mere 

means to human well being 
 • If all that matters to 

people’s sense of place 
and well being is perceived 
aes integrity (not actual 
aes integrity) 

• Then their well being is 
threatened by the 
environment’s 
destruction even if their 
belief in the 
environment’s beauty is 
no more warranted 
than those who deny its 
beauty 
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Env aes objectivity is needed 

• If aes protectionism is 
more than a heuristic or 
instrumental to human 
well being 

• If the reason to protect 
an environment is 
because it is beautiful 
– End of story 
– As an end value 
– Not as a means to 

something else 

• Then the claim that it is 
beautiful must not be 
understood as a 
subjective preference 
no better than the 
opposing idea that it is 
not beautiful 



Nature of env aes objectivity 

• Epistemic, not 
metaphysical 

• Rejection of “anything- 
goes subjective 
relativism” 

• Amounts to the claim 
that there are better 
and worse aes 
responses, judgments, 
and reasons 

• Not the monistic view 
that there is only one 
correct or true env aes 
response 
 

• Constrained pluralism:  
There are a multiplicity 
of better/worse aes 
responses 



Cognitive dimensions of aes env 
objectivity 

• If swamps are deemed 
aes negative because they 
are perceived as bug-
infested wastelands 

• This aes judgment is 
factually incorrect 
(swamps have few bugs 
and provide many useful 
ecosystem services)  

• Hence it is defective 

• Aes responses that are 
ignorant or based on 
false beliefs are worse 
than those that are not 

• Discriminating aes 
responses are better 
than superficial ones:  
“Look it’s Bambi!” 



Expressive property and emotional 
response objectivity 

• Emotional responses can 
be more or less warranted  

• Judgments/experiences of 
expressive properties are 
subject to rational 
constraints  

 

Rosalind Hursthouse, Env Virtue Ethics 
(2006) 

• “Some things are proper objects 
of wonder and some not …If we 
think and feel, not that nature is 
wondrous but that Disneyland is,  
that the other animals are not, 
but we are, that the seas are not 
but swimming pools on the 
twentieth floor of luxury hotels 
are, and act accordingly, then we 
will act wrongly…Getting this 
emotion of wonder in harmony 
with reason really matters 
morally” 
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Appropriate and inappropriate 
emotional arousal 

 • Emotions are cognitive as they 
include beliefs and objects 

• Emotions are appropriate for 
some objects and not others 
– Yes:  Fear of an immanent 

hurricane   
– No:  Generalized fear of wolves , 

bats, sharks 

• Being moved by the 10 foot 
wingspan of a condor or a 
crashing waterfall are 
appropriate responses, being 
bored is not 

Noel Carroll, “On Being Moved by Nature” 
(1993) 

 

 



Objection:  Degraded 
environments can be beautiful 

• Aes protectionism ignores 
that many harmful 
environments are 
aesthetically positive  

• It would have us protect 
them 
 
 
 
 
Purple Loosestrife (Invasive exotic) 

Edward Burtynsky 
photographs 

 
 
 
 

Toxic River 



Reply:  Integration of aes and 
ethics suggests problematic beauty 
• If we reject an apartheid 

between aesthetics and 
ethics 

• Allow that ethical concerns 
should sometimes  integrate 
into our aes response 

• Then pollution sunsets, 
colorful toxic rivers, and 
exotic plant invasions are 
not thoroughly aes positive 

• Just as a multicolored patch 
on a young girl’s face loses 
its aes appeal when we 
realize it is the result of 
abuse 



Pollution sunsets not beautiful 
• Proper sensitivity to harms of pollution 

diminish or negate the sunset’s 
aesthetic value 

• Aesthetic appreciation should go 
beyond sensuous surface and involve 
– Conception:  What is being experience are 

harmful particles that damage lungs, send 
people to the hospital and acidify lakes 

– Imagination:  Picture dead fish, hear the 
wheezing of vulnerable people  

– Emotion:  Anger at industry executives who 
profit by externalizing costs onto others 

• The aesthetic delight and peaceful 
feelings sunsets normally deliver are 
absent 

 
 

 
 

 

 



Conclusions 
• Aes reasons should be 

significant factors  in 
environmental policy 

• Far from being  trivial or mere 
motivational tools, aes reasons 
are necessary features of 
environmental protection 

• Cognitive, expressive and 
sense of place values are all 
important 

• Aes reasons should go beyond 
shallow and deep 
anthropocentric rationales 

 

• Env aes responses must be 
subject to better and worse 
grading if aes protectionism 
is to be fully functional 

• Aesthetic reasons will have 
to compete with other 
values, including the value 
of naturalness, the interests 
of sentient animals, and 
non-aes values both 
constitutive of and 
instrumental to human 
flourishing. 
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