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Introduction
irtue ethics has received a great deal of attention over the
last few decades. While some of the corresponding works
are dealing with questions of aesthetics, there appear to
be only very few discussions that devote themselves to
what could be called aesthetic virtue; yet aesthetic virtue
might inspire ethical debates in more than one respect.
When addressing the notorious question “why be moral?”, aesthetic
virtue can provide a description of the ability to perceive the unique
style that another human being gives to his or her life, and this essay
argues that this very perception exercises ethical force on the
perceiving subject. Additionally, to call this ability to perceive the
unique personality of another human being a virtue highlights the
fact that it can and indeed must be cultivated. Hence the concept of
aesthetic virtue can provide an orientation for processes of ethical
training.
In our everyday work on ethics, one of the persistent concerns is
certainly how we can generate ethical ideas that are actually binding
and not merely consistent. When confronted with the temptation to
do something that is appealing to us personally though we aware that
it is morally wrong, we need a kind of moral incentive or motivation
that is more compelling than theoretical moral reasoning.
The question is how moral obligation can gain a pull, a force that
actually incites us to do what we ought to do. Scholars working in the
emerging fields of moral psychology and behavioral ethics have been
quite successful in making the overall claim that we are very good at
excusing ourselves from moral obligations which we in fact do
understand to be valid but in practice decide to ignore when it is more
convenient.1
Though the list of list of empirical studies that show the poor morality
of most people is long, Eric Schwitzgebel notably explored the moral
behaviour of professional ethicists in numerous studies.2
Schwitzgebel looked at the loss-rates for particular library books that
only professional ethicists were likely to need, and he also inquired
whether professional ethicists would be inclined more than average
to pay their conference fee when payment was mandatory but known
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not to be enforced.3
The Problem of Obligation
Disappointingly, the result of Schwitzgebel’s studies was that being
a professional ethicist makes moral behavior even less likely. It is such
observations that make the question “why be moral” so acute. We must
find a means to make ethical ideas compelling. Theoretical
knowledge of ethical argumentations is empirically disqualified (at
least to some extent) when it comes to the question of how to convey
morality.
My own attempt to answer this question adopts the second person
standpoint.4 Broadly speaking, the other person is the answer to the
question of why we should be moral. This claim then begs explanation:
how can the needs and the rights of the other person be binding for
us? I will examine two ‘classical’ and powerful attempts to answer
this question, and then move beyond these attempts and make a
proposal of my own; my own proposal will highlight what I would
call “aesthetic virtue.”5
Famously, Emmanuel Lévinas has grounded his ethics in the
encounter with the other. But the answer that Lévinas gives to the
question how the other person can be represented in my own moral
rationale is ultimately unsatisfying: I am supposed to virtually
dissolve and to be emptied out by the encounter with the other. When
meeting the other, the identity of the I is shattered, the I is handed
over to an absolute vulnerability, which leads to endless suffering: I
become the hostage (otage)6 of the other, the accused, the persecuted,
I lose my ground.7
The absolute singularity of the other person is utterly incompatible to
everything that I myself am; so when encountering the other, I stop
being a subject, I am transformed into an addressee, into an object of
the ethical claim that the other has on me.8 It is to be like a stranger,
says Lévinas, hunted down even in one’s home, contested in one’s
own identity.9 10 The other person is sacred in his or her utter and
inescapable demand on me, says Lévinas.11 So Lévinas’s answer to
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the question of how the other person is presented in one’s own moral
rationale is simply: the other person takes over. However inspiring and
impressive Lévinas’ moral thought might be, propagating the
dissolution of the I cannot be a satisfying reply to the question of why
the I should be moral.
And yet the opposite route is not satisfying either. Immanuel Kant
also thinks that the other human being is sacred, but he avoids the
tremendous cost to one’s self that Lévinas is claiming. For Kant, the
other human, just like every human being, has access to the moral law
by reason. This is what makes him or her sacred, sacred meaning:
never to be seen as a means to an end. And yet strangely, the other
person as “other” disappears in Kant.
The other person is to be respected and exerts a moral force on us
because the other person is an exemplar of mankind to which we owe
respect. So for Kant, very unlike Lévinas, the particularity of the other
person does not matter; Iris Murdoch is quite right when she says that
Kant is “afraid of the particular”.12 We are supposed to meet the other
person with respect because the other person is sacred as a rational
being, not as an individual.
Intersubjective encounter is ultimately not the encounter between
individuals, but the encounter of intellects that personify human
reason and dignity as such. And this, I would object, fails to do justice
to the idiosyncrasy of human beings. So while in Kant, the
individuality of the other person disappears, Lévinas is propagating
the dissolution of the self when confronted with another individual.
Both Kant and Lévinas very powerfully describe the moral force that
is exerted in the encounter between persons, but both of their
accounts are dissatisfying as the individuality of either the “I” or the
“you” is destroyed.
Ars Vivendi – A Critical Reappraisal with Special Reference to
Nietzsche
If we strive to ground ethics in the encounter with the other person,
we need to move beyond the extremes presented by Kant and
Lévinas. In an attempt to do just that, I use the idea or concept of “life
as art”, ars vivendi as a threshold.13 Every human being is a piece of
art in their own right. This idea might sound quite liberal or
postmodern; yet “Life as art” resonates in many authors throughout
the history of Christianity; Gregory of Nyssa for example claims in
his “life of Moses” that
“We are in some manner our own parents, giving birth to ourselves
by our own free choice in accordance with whatever we wish to be,
whether male or female, moulding ourselves to the teaching of virtue
or vice.”14
And Nicolas de Cusa thinks that just like God is an omnipotent
creator, governor and conserver of all things, the human being is “the
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contracted beginning of the creating, governing, and conserving of its
own order.”15 He quotes from pseudo-Hermes Trismegistus that
“man is a second God.”
“For just as God is the Creator of real beings and of natural forms, so
man is the creator of conceptual beings and of artificial forms that are
only likenesses of his intellect […].”16 This tradition is then advanced
prominently by the renaissance philosopher Pico della Mirandola in
his oration on the dignity of man, where he, Pico, famously has God
say to God’s creature:
“We have given you, Adam, no fixed seat or form of your own, no
talent peculiar to you alone. This we have done so that whatever seat,
whatever form, whatever talent you may judge desirable, these same
may you have and possess according to your desire and judgment.
[…] We have made you neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal
nor immortal, so that you may, as the free and extraordinary shaper
of yourself, fashion yourself in whatever form you prefer.”17
I have quoted this last long passage because it is a core text for the
Christian traditions of life-as-art. The human being is his or her own
creator, unlike other creatures, he or she is not predefined by nature
but rather destined to fashion him- or herself. And this tradition then
becomes popular beyond the confines of Christianity when Nietzsche
famously defines the human being as the “still undetermined
animal”.18 Human beings, says Nietzsche, are essentially unbound;
therefore, they must give themselves shape, or as Nietzsche has it:
human beings must give themselves style.
One thing is necessary. – To “give style” to one’s character – a great
and rare art. It is practiced by those who survey the strengths and
weaknesses of their nature and then fit them into an artistic plan until
every one of them appears as art and reason and even weaknesses
delight the eye. Here a large mass of second nature has to be added;
there a piece of original nature has been removed – both times
through long practice and daily work at it.19
It is worth paying attention to the wording. To give oneself “style” is
not an act of free spontaneity, as if the human being could simply
jump into the kind of self that she chooses. To think that would mean
to misinterpret the seriousness of the idea of ars vivendi. At any rate
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Nietzsche is not to be charged of such misinterpretation, since he
made it crystal clear that self-formation is an arduous ascent to the
heights of one’s own possibilities.
[…] whoever would learn to fly one day must first learn to stand and
to walk and run and climb and dance: one cannot fly into flying.20
This arduous work amounts to hard work on oneself:
Like a sculptor, human beings have to chisel themselves
[freischlagen] with patient work.21
Aesthetic virtue
Let me pause briefly to point out where this has taken me. I have
raised the question of where ethics can gain its pull if it is true that
competences in ethical reasoning do not make us moral, and I have
then spelled out the idea that the encounter with other subjects could
be the ground of morality. Yet both the Lévinasian and the Kantian
accounts for moral encounters have not convinced me.
Encountering the other person must mean to come to terms with the
other person’s idiosyncrasies, with his or her uniqueness; Kant failed
to see this altogether, whereas Lévinas’ conjuration of the absolute
uniqueness of the other individual has the ultimately brutal
consequence of devouring one’s own singularity.
My proposal is that the moral encounter with the other person is to
see the other’s unique art of life, which combines universal and
individualistic points. Encountering the other means to be responsive
to how the other individual is creating a particular way of life.22 By
forming one’s life, a human being is realizing a universal value,
namely the value of the freedom to be an individual self.
Yet when we respond to another person’s unique realization of
human creative freedom, we do not merely respond to this universal
value; that in itself wouldn’t impact us very much. We respond to the
unique style, the aesthetics of the other person, to his or her unique
art of life. We respond to the dignity that lies in how the other person
seeks an individual style for his or her existence. Responding to the
style of the other person means responding to the other person’s
singular way in which he or she realizes the universally human
project of creating one’s life. So this brings together the dimensions of
uniqueness and universality which I find to be unbalanced in Kant
and in Lévinas.
The challenge lies in the obscurity of the unique art of life that each
person lives by. How another person adopts a conventional role,
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which is of course unavoidable, and then countersigns this role in his
or her unique kind of way is usually not palpable. But we can learn
to see and to become perceptive for the peculiar sacredness of a
person, for the moral pull that his or her dignity exerts. Indeed to
truly see another person is always to be in the process of learning to
see, because we cannot simply apply preconceived patterns of
perception when it comes to perceiving an individual. Learning to see
is pivotal precisely because uniqueness of character can be quiet and
hidden.23
This idea of learning is what caused me to turn to virtue ethics. Virtue
theory has seen a serious revival during the last decades; many critics
of this renaissance have come to think that too much credit has been
given to virtue.24 I will not rehash this debate but want to make only
one point. The term “virtue” has been very nicely defined by
Christine Swanton as follows:
A virtue is a good quality of character, more specifically a disposition
to respond to, or acknowledge, items within its field or fields in an
excellent or good enough way.25
Quite importantly, Swanton makes it clear that the “items” within a
field include the self of the person; so a virtue is a quality of character
that allows me to respond well to “items” that are out there, but also
to the “item” that I myself am. Swanton does not use the term
aesthetic virtue, but she paves the way to what I take from her by
describing creativity as “a mode of moral acknowledgment which
informs a range of virtues, just like love and respect,26 without being
a virtue in itself. If we take this further into the direction of what I
would like to call “aesthetic virtue”, then aesthetic virtue would be a
quality of character that allows me to respond to myself and to others
in an aesthetically good way.
Responding to myself in an aesthetically good way would then mean
to successfully “fashion myself” or create myself as Origen, Nicolaus
de Cusa, Pico della Mirandola and of course Nietzsche have
suggested we ought to do. Responding to the other person in an
aesthetically good way would mean to appreciate the particular kind
of form and shape that the other person has given to his or her life.
Bridging Kant and Lévinas
Appreciating the intentionally cultivated forms of the lives of others
would allow us to build a bridge between the unhappy extremes that
we find in Kant and Lévinas. Creating oneself is a very unique and
peculiar kind of thing by nature, as Pico has already emphasized,
there are no predefined rules for how it is done. To come to appreciate
how the other person has given him or herself a particular shape and
style is also something that we might call an “event” (drawing from
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Derrida);27 we cannot preconceive what it is like to come to terms with
another person’s individuality.
We can, however, work on our capacity of perception; we can work
on the perception of our own potential and particular possibilities
and limitations, and we can also learn to see just how the other person
is struggling with this very task. It is because of this dimension of
“work” and of learning that I find the concept of virtue attractive. In
a famous note, Wittgenstein claimed that all the work of philosophy
is work on oneself, on how one sees things;
Working in philosophy – like work in architecture in many respects –
is really more working on oneself. On one’s own interpretations. On
one’s way of seeing things (And what one expects from them).28
This, I believe, is not restricted to philosophy and architecture, but
actually indicates an ethical dimension of the “arts subjects” on the
whole. Virtues are traits of character that can and ought to be
cultivated. To cultivate aesthetic virtues means to cultivate our ability
to live creatively and to appreciate the unique self-formation of the
other. To cultivate aesthetic virtues cannot be a function of ethics –
that would mean to suffocate the aesthetic in the ethical. To try to find
possible links between arts and ethics mandates that one lets art be
art and that one lets it play rather than exploit it to fix ethical issues.
Aesthetic virtue comes through praxis in the Aristotelian sense, it is a
cultivation of the highest human capacities that has a worth and
dignity in itself rather than being a function of some other end.
Learning to see is an end in itself, but if it succeeds, it has an ethical
impact. If the cultivation of aesthetic virtue actually does succeed,
then that would have profound ethical implications as it would also
help us to perceive the dignity and inviolability, indeed the
sacredness of the unique and particular other person as an
individual.29 This will in no way replace normative ethics, indeed to
do so need not (and I think should not) be the aim of virtue ethics. A
theory of aesthetic virtue and its cultivation can orient educational
processes and help persons to learn to see that indeed they should be
moral.
But then the question how to be moral is solved by virtue ethics alone.
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