TWELVE

Aesthetics and Ethics
in the Environment

AESTHETIC experiences of nature, and the role they play in making lives
worth living, are at least as important and central as those experiences that have as
their focus works of art.! Kenneth Clark has gone so far as to say that the key term
‘beauty’ may for many people have its foremost application in nature. “Almost
every Englishman, if asked what he means by ‘beauty’ would begin to describe a
landscape—perhaps a wood with bluebells, and silver birches, perhaps a little har-
bour with red sails and whitewashed cottages; but at all events a landscape.” In the
last chapter, I suggested that there may be something morally suspect about indi-
viduals who do not take an adequate interest in the lives of others. Many people
also intuitively sense that something is morally lacking in people who do not cher-
ish aesthetic experiences of nature. Immanuel Kant insisted that we “require” oth-
ers to take an interest in nature, indeed, that “we regard as coarse and ignoble the
habits of thought of those who have no feeling for beautiful nature.”

In this chapter, I present an argument that I developed as I worked with an in-
terdisciplinary team of scholars, artists, and practitioners who met for two years to
discuss cultural ecology—the study of the interaction between scientific and hu-
man phenomena in the environment. One of the remarkable things about these
discussions was that from the outset there was no question on the part of scien-
tists, social scientists, policy makers, and designers that ethical questions underlie
everything we do. What should be done shared the spotlight with what canbe done.
It was also acknowledged that human aesthetic values have played a major role in
landscape management—and thus are open to the same ethical scrutiny that agri-
cultural or forestry practices must undergo. Only an aesthetician who believed that
aesthetic experiences are not and cannot be separated from other human experi-
ences could have contributed, I think, to our ongoing workshops. A formalist who
insisted that the aesthetic is solely concerned with apprehension of formal proper-
ties would not have lasted. In what follows, the deep connections between ethics
and aesthetics will sometimes be made explicit but will always be implicit.

Almost every country has some legislation that has established national preser-
vation zones, regulates waste, punishes littering, and so on. These laws often refer
to what the U.S. Environmental Policy Act of 1969 refers to as “aesthetic amenities.”
In increasing numbers, individuals spend weekends and vacations in places that
they consider naturally beautiful. Residents of our ugliest cities treasure the pres-
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ence of trees, squirrels, and birds in their everyday experiences.* Ecologists often
report that what first led them to their specialty was an aesthetic experience of na-
ture. From being intrigued by beautiful butterfly designs to delighting in the smell
of a forest interior, what drives people who study the environment is a profound
concern for what Aldo Leopold calls the “integrity, stability, and beauty of the bi-
otic community.”®

It is sometimes claimed that evaluating nature is inappropriate—that all biosys-
tems are valuable intrinsically and that ranking one above another aesthetically is
misguided, for there is nothing ugly in nature.® But such a view makes rational de-
cision making with regard to managing and preserving natural environments im-
possible. At most, it could apply only to “pristine” environments, and the number
of these decreases daily. It also flies in the face of the fact that people do rank nat-
ural sites and that these preferences seriously affect ecological processes.

As a philosophical aesthetician concerned to show connections between aes-
thetics and ethics, landscapes and environmental values provide a sterling exam-
ple of the intersection. The continuum from individual experiences to public
policy making through ecological sciences provides a wealth of examples of the
impossibility of separating kinds of judgments and values when one attempts to
understand experiences of nature. Aesthetic experience, 1 have argued, is marked
by perception of and reflection upon intrinsic properties of objects and events that
a community considers worthy of attention. I have also insisted that anything that
draws attention to these properties is aesthetically relevant. Furthermore, commu-
nities, not individuals responding in isolation, determine what is worthy of atten-
tion and how aesthetic attention becomes directed to aesthetic properties. And
when one comes to ask the central question that shapes ecology and environmen-
tal policy—how we can create and maintain biosystems that are sustainable—it
becomes quickly apparent that ethical values (and political, scientific, religious,
economic values) are essentially integrated with a community’s aesthetic values.
We also begin to uncover another “aesthetic ought:” Creating sustainable environ-
ments necessitates asking not just what people do find beautiful but what they
should find beautiful. This is a major consequence and a happy one, I think, of a
theory like mine that allows for and insists on a connection between ethics and aes-
thetics.

Allen Carlson has suggested a model of nature appreciation that is, in my opin-
ion, the most promising so far articulated if one’s goal is to produce, protect, or
preserve environments that are both beautiful and healthy. In a seminal essay in
1979, “Appreciation and the Natural Environment,” he asserted that we know fairly
well how to go about appreciating paintings or piano performances—that is, we
know what we should attend to and what we can disregard. (The “we” here is, of
course, culturally bound.) In large part, he thinks, this is because these objects and
events are human creations whose production we understand. But, he asks, what
of those “unproduced” natural objects and events that we admire?”

Carlson identifies two models for nature appreciation that he thinks have fig-
ured both in theory and in practice in central ways: the nature-as-object model and
the nature-as-scenery model. In the first, people interpret and evaluate parts of na-
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ture as if they were artworks. But, he says, this approach treats natural objects as if
they were self-contained entities and not as what they really are: parts of a larger
organic whole. When we look at a rock as if it were a piece of sculpture, we see in-
teresting shapes or pleasing light-reflecting planes, but we may miss seeing how
these properties are related to the forces in the natural environment that shaped
them. If aesthetic appreciation is of nature, the viewer must be aware of natural
connections, and treating natural objects solely as artworks is inadequate to this
task, Carlson argues. Many theorists share his view; some actually see dangers in
looking at natural objects as if they were works of art. The landscape architect John
Tillman Lyle complains that, for most people, “shelter [is] separated from its envi-
rons and, in large terms, from the processes of global ecosystems and its heat bal-
ance. In the twentieth-century city, people . .. think of landscape as the frame
around a picture . . . rather than as the source of life.”® The result is that we become
oblivious to nature and thus a threat to it.

Similarly, the scenery model, according to Carlson, distorts or leaves out what
is special in nature. By emphasizing qualities that are related to prospect, such as
coloration and overall design, nature is viewed as if it were a static unity. I shall say
more later about the ways in which this bias has worked against the production of
sustainable landscapes.

What Carlson believes is necessary is a model of appreciation that emphasizes
both nature and environment and allows for an involvement of all the senses and
of cognition as well, in particular, scientific understanding of ecological forces and
processes. In Carlson’s view, instead of a creative act guiding attention (as it does
in our experience of a painting or a piano performance), it is knowledge of nature
that should guide an aesthetic experience of nature. “If to aesthetically appreciate
art we have to have knowledge of artistic traditions and style within those tradi-
tions,” he writes, “to aesthetically appreciate nature we must have knowledge of the
different environments of nature and of the systems and elements within those en-
vironments.”® Appreciation based on knowledge is the only way to avoid aesthetic
omissions and deceptions, he thinks.

Like Leopold, Carlson also insists that sound aesthetic views will shape ethical
views about how to manage environments.

We do not aesthetically appreciate simply with our five senses, but rather with an im-
portant part of our whole emotional and psychological selves. Consequently, what
and how we aesthetically appreciate cannot but play a role in the shaping of our emo-
tional and psychological being. This in turn helps to determine what we think and
do, and think is correct for ourselves and others to think and do. In short, our aes-
thetic appreciation is a significant factor in shaping and forming out ethical views.'?

Carlson’s outlook is precisely the sort needed not only for understanding at least
many occasions of the appreciation of nature but also for establishing and main-
taining sustainable landscapes. It thus lends itself to exhibiting how ethical and aes-
thetic values converge.

What counts as sustainable has, of course, been variously interpreted by ecolo-
gists and public policy makers. A United Nations panel defined it as follows: “A sus-
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tainable condition for this planet is one in which there is stability for both social
and physical systems, achieved through meeting the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”!!
Although sustainability became an increasing problem for the globe in the twenti-
eth century and promises to be a crisis in the twenty-first, ours is not the first de-
generative civilization. In the sixteenth century, Easter Island underwent a devas-
tating deforestation when its inhabitants cut down trees in order to move huge
stones from the interior to the coast to create the awesome statues still standing
there. A thriving civilization was reduced to subsistence level.!? The fact that at least
some of its members must have realized to some extent what was happening with-
out desisting in the practices bringing it about strikes one with an eerie sense of fa-
miliarity.

I have asserted that aesthetic value is a matter of that which sustains attention.
Great works of art and beautiful landscapes repay prolonged and repeated percep-
tion and reflection. Kenneth Clark puts it this way: “I fancy that one cannot enjoy
a pure aesthetic sensation . . . for longer than one can enjoy the smell of an orange,
which in my case is less than two minutes; but one must look attentively at a great
work of art for longer than that, and the value of historical criticism is that it keeps
the attention fixed on the work while the senses have time to get a second wind.”1
Aesthetically relevant information (which we saw in chapter 2 is anything that
draws attention to intrinsic properties considered worthy of that attention) helps
to sustain perception and reflection; indeed, it not only sustains it but also “regen-
erates” it. When one learns something that directs perception to or stimulates re-
flection on an aesthetic property of an object or an event, the rich experience that
results may well lead someone to seek more information about it. New knowledge
redirects attention, which motivates a desire for more knowledge, which redirects
attention, and so on and so on and so on. Thus is attention sustained. We protect
artworks to which we want to give repeated attention—put them in museums,
record and write scores for them, print or memorize them, for example. Through
art education and criticism, we provide the background necessary for delighting in
the intrinsic properties our community deems valuable. Aesthetic sustainability
exists when cultures provide for repetition of aesthetic experiences over the long
haul, as it were. Artworks engage a sustained aesthetic when they repeatedly sup-
port and invite aesthetic experiences.

This is true for landscapes as well as for artworks. Building on the UN’s defini-
tion of ‘sustainability’, in aesthetics we require landscapes that repeatedly support
and invite aesthetic experiences. Obviously environments, like artworks, must ex-
ist to be experienced at all; thus, they must be physically sustained. But aesthetic
sustainability goes beyond this. Institutions and practices must be in place that in-
vite attention to intrinsic properties that yield aesthetic satisfaction once the cul-
ture has identified them as worthy of attention. Just as critics and educators help
to sustain and regenerate attention to artworks by discussing them in a variety of
ways that may direct attention to aesthetic properties, so ecologists provide infor-
mation about ecosystems that may direct attention to aesthetic properties of the
landscapes—or to intrinsic properties that may become valued within a commu-
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nity and thus become aesthetic properties. This is why Carlson’s cognitive aesthetic
model of nature appreciation is so powerful. Not only does it provide an explana-
tion of why knowledge plays a key role in the enjoyment of nature but also it sug-
gests why his model should be the one that guides aesthetic education.

First, knowledge sharpens aesthetic experience, both of art and of nature.
Understanding a system enables one to perceive elements of the system and their
relationships. Mushy, desultory responses become more vivid and focused. As
Ronald Hepburn has pointed out, perceptions can be attentive or inattentive, dis-
criminating or undiscriminating, lively or lazy—just as thought can be.!* Since
thought and perception are components of aesthetic experience, sharper thought
and perception make for sharper aesthetic experience.

Second, knowledge contributes to sustainability, for it not only sustains atten-
tion in the presentbut also makes one more aware of what may or must be the case
if attention is to be possible at all in the future. Even a modicum of ecological
knowledge—enough to see that a city park in an arid climate can be maintained
only with enormous amounts of scarce water—will force one to admit that such a
park is unlikely to exist in the future. What is ecologically bad begins to be seen as
aesthetically bad.

Carlson’s knowledge-based theory of nature appreciation is not without prob-
lems, however. Many theorists agree with the formalists whom we have encoun-
tered earlier and insist that all aesthetic experiences, including those of nature, are
subjective responses disconnected and separate from intellectual or ethical con-
cerns. When applied to nature, this view yields the argument that when one is en-
thralled with a landscape, one cares little about its biology or geology; indeed, if
one takes a strong Kantian view, one does not even care whether it is real.

Even nonformalists sometimes object that Carlson’s view undervalues the role
of imaginative engagement with nature. Emily Brady thinks that Carlson’s view
precludes the flights of imagination that mark the delight many people take in na-
ture. She agrees with Immanuel Kant’s position that central to human aesthetic
pleasure is what he called the “free play of imagination.” As we saw in earlier chap-
ters, aesthetic experiences are marked, he argued, by disinterestedness. We put aside
ordinary scientific, ethical, or personal interests and respond to objects as we
please. We allow our imaginations full rein and range. We are free to think of a tree
as a person or an animal or a tower or a mountain or whatever. And this freedom
gives us, according to Kant, tremendous pleasure. Brady agrees.

Like Carlson, Brady believes that basic distinctions between objects of art and
objects of nature generate important distinctions between artistic and natural ap-
preciation. “Various natural objects . . . lack a human maker, an artist, and also an
artistic context in respect of the type of artwork.”!® In artworks, intentional acts of
an artist give us clues that direct our attention and thus our imaginations. These
clues and cues are not present in natural objects. Thus, the response is additionally
free—free from any concern about what it is intended to express or how it should
function as an object. To put it in my terms, there is nothing to guide attention to
specific intrinsic properties. Distinguishing natural from artistic objects as she
does, Brady is perhaps correct to point out that human responses to nature do not
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involve considerations about artistic intentions. But this distinction does not, I
think, also entail that information about context is either nonexistent or irrelevant.
Indeed, knowledge concerning how nature functions within a particular context is
exactly the sort of thing that Carlson and I insist plays a major role in appreciation
of nature. It is precisely a failure to understand the proper function of certain kinds
of trees or forest soils, for instance, within their specific biosystems—that is, within
their context—that has led to mismanagement of forests, for instance, even when
providing aesthetic value has been one goal. (I shall discuss more such mistakes
later.)

Brady is primarily interested in the special ways in which immersion stimulates
imagination, for imagination, she thinks, “intensifies” experience. It plays ex-
ploratory, projective, amplifying, and revelatory roles, she says. Surely she is right
about this. There are, admittedly, many positive roles that imagination can play in
aesthetic appreciation of nature. I remember very well what was, when I was a child,
a very small thicket (in memory, it is still very big, of course) that served as a jun-
gle where we Midwestern Americans fought off a variety of animals and foreign en-
emies. What harm could there have been in thinking that dread poisonous tropi-
cal snakes lurked under the blackberry bushes? Or that not only an enemy soldier
but also a tiger might at any moment spring from behind the elm tree? Who really
cares that tigers and elm trees do not share the same biotic patches or that there
were no tropical snakes for a thousand miles?

Surely rich imagination is just what is needed if we are to develop new
metaphors for designing sustainable landscapes. The clichés that we have inherited
from romantic and sentimental visions of the picturesque no longer work; indeed,
they often work against development of ecologically sound landscape designs. New
visions are required, and this does require creative imagination.

Such vision may come from what R. W. Hepburn calls “metaphysical imagina-
tion.” Sometimes our aesthetic experiences of nature, he insists, involve more than
perceptual or expressive pleasures. “We may experience a polar scene of ice and
snow as revealing something fundamental (and no doubt grim) about how things
really, or ultimately, are: something concealed from us in more familiar, temperate,
farmed countryside. Or, in sharpest contrast, we may experience a nature whose
poignant beauty on some occasion seems to speak of a transcendent Source for
which we lack words and clear concepts.”!® Landscapes can be occasions of revela-
tions of truth that go beyond rock structures or whether we need at least forty
inches of rain annually to maintain a particular plant in the garden.

So what do I have against imagination or fiction in the appreciation of nature?
Let me begin by quoting a couple of Brady’s examples of her own imaginative

flights.
In contemplating the bark of a locust tree, visually I see the deep clefts between the
thick ridges of the bark. Images of mountains and valleys come to mind, and I think
of the age of the tree given the thickness of the ridges and how they are spaced apart.
I walk around the tree, feeling the wide circumference of the bark. The image of a sea-
soned old man comes to mind, with deep wrinkles from age. These imaginings lead
to an aesthetic judgment of the tree as stalwart, and 1 respect it as I might a wise old
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sage. My interpretation of the locust tree is tied to its nonaesthetic qualities, such as
the texture of the bark, as well as the associations spawned by perceptual qualities.'”

And a second example: “A quick glance at a lamb reveals little except an acknowl-
edgment of its sweetness. But the fuller participating of perception and imagina-
tion can lead to a truth about innocence. Contemplating the fresh whiteness of a
lamb and its small, fragile stature evokes images of purity and naivete. It is through
dwelling aesthetically and imaginatively on such natural things that we achieve new
insights”18

Brady, we see, believes that aesthetic experience, interpreted in terms of imagi-
nation, provides us, as she puts it, with “insight” into the tree and the lamb. The
cognitive model of aesthetic appreciation of nature in its restrictiveness precludes
access to the richness of imaginative insight, she fears. These insights amount to
what she refers to as “aesthetic truths,” but she fails to adequately explain these.
Furthermore, if there are aesthetic truths, there should also be aesthetic falsities.
Brady does not give examples of these. She does, however, maintain that some
imaginative responses are “appropriate,” so perhaps aesthetic falsity is related to re-
sponses that are inappropriate. As an example of an inappropriate response, she
points to actions that are “self-indulgent.”'® Appropriate responses involve what
she calls “imagining well.” Imagining well in turn “involves spotting aesthetic po-
tential, having a sense of what to look for, and knowing when to clip the wings of
imagination. This last skill involves preventing the irrelevance of shallow, naive,
and sentimental imaginative responses which might impoverish rather than enrich
appreciation.”2°

The very notion of sentimentality, I argued in chapter 9, is at once ethical and
aesthetic. Brady, of course, emphasizes the aesthetic, speaking only of the impov-
erishment of one’s own appreciation. But there are moral consequences of senti-
mental responses to nature—ones that impoverish nature itself, not simply one’s
own experiences of it. Let us go back to Brady’s own examples. Is responding to a
little lamb with reflections on innocence or to a tree as a stalwart man or haggard
witch appropriate? Are these responses such that they indicate a sense of what to
look for? Do they avoid being shallow or naive? When do we know that we have
gone too far and need to clip imagination’s wings? I see no way of answering these
questions without relying on the kind of cognitive model that Carlson demands.
Knowledge does not simply deepen the experiences that imagination provides. As
with artworks, knowledge directs perceptions and actions—or should direct them
if we hope to preserve and design sustainable landscapes. Concepts such as imag-
ining well make no sense unless one knows what the object is that one is talking
about. Something—in fact, as much as possible—must be known about the ob-
ject and its context before one can distinguish healthy from unhealthy imaginings.

On the face of it, of course, it seems quite harmless, even charming, to think
about trees in terms of human faces or lambs in terms of purity. But, in fact, imag-
inative flights—often directed by works of art (some of them very sentimental)—
can and do lead to harmful actions. Fiction, for example, has played an important
role in shaping the attitudes, images, and metaphors with which we approach na-
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ture. Perhaps the most striking example of art’s power to inform responses to na-
ture is Bambi—a book written in 1923 by the Austrian writer Felix Salten. The Wa}t
Disney film version is a classic. Both the book and the movie contain .much that is
beautiful and in other ways valuable. Many passages and images make it easy to un-
derstand why the literary classic has achieved such worldwide populanty t'hat it is
hard for anyone to look at a deer and not see Bambi. It has al§o madfz it incredi-
bly difficult to look at a deer in terms that are true to it as an object on its own and
even more difficult to respond to it in terms appropriate to the role that it increas-
ingly plays in the ecological systems it has come to dominate. I'n the United States,
most states’ departments of natural resources have had as a primary go'al preserv-
ing and providing deer in sufficient numbers to satisfy hunters. gBar.nbl lovers are
in complete denial about the extent of influence of hunting lobbyists in fore‘st man-
agement, of course.) Landscape architects have tended to exacerbate thfa 51tuat10.n
with their preference for defined edges and have thus contributed to an increase in
forest edge. Such planning has been carried out with disregard fo.r organisms other
than game animals and birds. The result has been an explosion in the deer.popu-
lation and a decrease in the population of several songbirds and tree species. We
are told, in fact, that in some areas deer have become vermin.

But how can one look at a deer or a picture of a deer and not imagine it as the
innocent, noble creature that Salten depicts? We tend to respond as the fictional ac-
count directs us to respond. In the book, we are given the following episode', for ex-
ample. Bambi and his mother see a ferret kill a mouse. Frightened by the violence,
Bambi asks his mother if they will kill a mouse.

“No,” replied his mother,

“Never?” asked Bambi.

“Never,” came the answer.

“Why not?” asked Bambi, relieved.

“Because we never kill anything;” said his mother.!

This is valuable if one wants to teach children not to be violent, but totally mis-
guided if one wants to teach children about the actual effect of overpopulation of
deer in the forest. '

The prose of the story is often beautiful and does, as Brady hopes, ht.zxghten some
imaginative insights about the forest. There are beautiful inventories—ones In
which vivid images and metaphors certainly help children learn to observe details
and connect individual species into an organic whole. But Salten contrasts the gen-
tle deer with the vulgar species that fight for food. Deer, we are told, never fight for
food, because there is enough for all. We are seduced into a sentimental image that
is hard to shake. Even in the presence of trees ravaged by deer who in their own way
do, indeed, fight for food, we continue to think of all deer as Bambi,. the conse-
quence being that forest managers find it difficult to convince the public that their
numbers should be severely decreased in some areas.??

In fiction, there is often a tendency to sentimentalize. There is also a tendency
to demonize. Both result in misconceptions. Just as there are lots of deceptively in-
nocent creatures in the arts, so there are lots of monsters. One reason that it is hard
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to get people to appreciate wetlands is that they have so often been conceptualized
as “swamps” inhabited by various kinds of slime monsters.2> Death by drowning
in quicksand has been a common fear of children, even those of us who grew up
in the heart of the U.S. corn belt. Should lions come to flourish in numbers great
enough to threaten the environment, a hard sell will be required for the generation
that watches The Lion King several times a year. In his book Land Mosaics, Richard
Forman discusses the importance of protecting “keystone species”—species that
play a central role in an ecosystem. One keystone species that he describes is the
cassowary bird.

This territorial bird, as tall as and able to rip the guts out of a man, is believed to be
the only seed disperser for more than one hundred species of woody tropical rain-
forest plants in Queensland, Australia. The bird normally inhabits large forests.
Logging and fragmentation have eliminated the bird from several areas where only
small remnants remain. Consequently, a progressive and massive loss of trees and

other woody species can now be expected, unless the big bird can adapt or adjust its
behavior.24

I would guess that if regional fiction describes the cassowary bird as a terrible mon-
ster, it will be harder to save this bird.

As I have already said, I do not want to claim that there is no positive role for
fiction or for the imagination in general in developing a sound nature aesthetic. I
do insist that it must be based on, tempered by, directed, and enriched by solid eco-
logical knowledge that leads to ethical practices.

Noel Carroll worries that Carlson may have overintellectualized the human ex-
perience of nature at the expense of the importance of emotional engagement.
Driving through the countryside would truly involve appreciation of nature only
if one understood large-scale agricultural practices; responding positively, or at
least profoundly, to a wildflower would necessitate knowing not only its name but
also its evolutionary history. Carroll thinks that this leaves out one important kind
of appreciation—the ordinary experiences we all have had standing near a raging
waterfall or watching a bird in flight. It would seem that all we really need to real-
ize is that the water is cascading or that some sort of bird is going somewhere.
Carroll does not deny that there is always a cognitive element in emotional re-
sponse. But, “it is far from clear that all the emotions appropriately aroused in us
by nature are rooted in cognition of the sort derived from natural history.”?> He
does not think Carlson’s arguments need to be completely abandoned, but he does
think that we must also accept nonscientific arousal in nature as genuinely aesthetic
experience of it. Stan Godlovitch further worries that Carlson does not leave room
for the “mystery” that he believes characterizes many of our experiences of na-
ture.26

I certainly want to make room for the role of pleasure, imagination, emotion,
metaphysical revelation, and even mysteriousness in the experience of nature; as I
said earlier, this sort of awe often accounts for individuals’ becoming interested in
learning more about nature in the first place. Certainly, we all have had “wow” ex-
periences in the absences of any, or much, information about what we see or hear
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or smell or feel; these are often the most memorable experiences we have and con-
tribute significantly to the meaning of life. Are experts’ experiences better than
these?

I am reluctant to “rank” various ways of responding to nature. But even if it were
possible to rank them, I see no point in, or necessity for, doing it in general.
However, if we want to develop a basis for rational evaluation of a landscape’s eco-
logical sustainability, | am convinced that we must stress the cognitive. A patch of
purple loosestrife, with its brilliant color, may cause a lot of pleasure. A fawn at a
forest’s edge may stimulate tender emotions, particularly for those of us who suffer
from the Bambi syndrome—a tendency to sentimentalize this animal. A large ex-
panse of closely clipped, deep green grass may cause soothing flights of imagina-
tion. But all of these objects threaten certain biosystems, and only someone whose
aesthetic response is based on knowledge will act in ways that are sustainable eco-
logically and, ultimately, aesthetically. Even a theorist such as Emily Brady, who fa-
vors an imaginative model of nature appreciation, finally agrees that one’s imag-
inings must take account of the integrity of the object. Hepburn also insists that
imaginative metaphysical visions of natures be coherent and sustainable. I do not
see how the concepts of integrity or coherence or sustainability can be explained
or applied without relying on knowledge of the object and its relationship to other
biota. This is what Carlson shows us.

My own view of aesthetic appreciation of nature, influenced as it has been by
Carlson, relies, of course, on my own characterizations of the aesthetic and of aes-
thetic relevance. To repeat,

A is an aesthetic property of O if and only if A is an intrinsic property of O
and A is culturally identified as a property worthy of attention, i.e., of
perception and reflection.

F is an intrinsic property of O if and only if direct inspection of O is a
necessary condition for verifying the claim that O is E.

But how can these definitions be brought into line with a cognitive theory such as
Carlson’s? Ecologists, as they come to understand the environment better, point to
the kinds of information that one must have to understand how certain ecosystems
work-—to inconspicuous plants, to soil types, to underground drainage systems, to
histories of fires and storms and other “nonperceivables.” A couple of specific ex-
amples will help to indicate why this might apparently create a problem for me.
Increasingly, ecologists have become aware of what they call “edge effects.”
Landscapes consist of patches, each with its own biota, that interact with one an-
other, particularly at the boundaries. Certain interior species flourish only when
an appropriate distance from the edge is maintained. Harvesting trees via clear-cut-
ting of patches has a disproportionate effect on these interior-loving organisms. If
edges become overabundant, habitat for rare interior populations may lose out to
species that are not threatened.?” When departments of natural resources have as
their primary goal maintaining large populations of game animals and birds that,
as a matter of contingent fact, frequent forest edges, one effect has been a decrease
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in the number of interior songbirds. Knowing this, if you see a deer or grouseata
forest’s edge, should you have a negative aesthetic experience—or at least try to re-
strain yourself until you know the status of the interior species? It seems that one
cannot rely simply on direct inspection.

Ecosystem managers typically rally for native species, knowing as they do that
importing exotic species to an area can often have devastating intrusive effects.
Does this mean that one should feel aesthetic repulsion at the sight of a nonnative
tree or bird? What about nonnative species that seem to fit right in, the way China
pheasants have in the Midwestern United States? Must I feel guilt when I respond
positively to seeing one of them along a Minnesota highway?

These examples involve properties that cannot be immediately seen or heard or
otherwise perceived directly. In general, it is very difficult to say what ecological
health looks like.22 Many biosystems and landscape projects involve planning or
thinking in terms of scales (both spatial and temporal) that go far beyond human
experience, even as imagined. Aesthetic experience as [ have characterized it, on the
other hand, is immediate—focused on what is present in the moment. So how can
one explain how knowledge concerning the nonperceivables that often determine
ecological health is important, perhaps even necessary, for aesthetic appreciation
of nature? The explanation is twofold, with the second being a special case of the
first.

First, knowledge of certain nonperceivables is generally relevant, too, and hence
a part of aesthetic experience, just as certain extrinsic features of objects and events
can be relevant to experiences of intrinsic features of those objects and events. In
chapter 2, I defined aesthetic relevance as follows.

A statement (or gesture) is aesthetically relevant if and only if it draws
attention (perception, reflection) to an aesthetic property.

Strictly speaking, an aesthetic property is intrinsic; roughly speaking, by reference
to what draws attention to a valued intrinsic property, anything aesthetically rele-
vant can be construed as an aesthetic property. Does it matter that a painting is lo-
cated in a particular museum? Only when we know how knowledge does or does
not causally affect one’s perception or reflection can this question be answered. An
extrinsic fact about a piece of music—being written in 1717, for instance—will be
aesthetically relevant just in case knowing this fact causes the listener to attend to
an intrinsic property of the music, its particular structure, for example. Knowing
that a painting was made in Italy in 1540 will cause someone who is “in the know”
to experience in a special way the glow around the head of a man who is attached
to two pieces of wood nailed together in a t shape. When one has an aesthetic ex-
perience, there are always intrinsic properties of the object of the experience that
one can claim to be attending to and that one believes are at least a partial cause of
one’s experience. But both the attention to the intrinsic properties and the direct-
ing of attention can themselves be caused by awareness of properties not intrinsic
to the object.

Just as works of art must often be “read”—with extrinsic information deter-
mining the reading that results—so landscapes will be read in terms of the knowl-
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edge one brings to experiences of them. Even intrinsic properties (such as the soil
type or presence of polluted groundwater) may not be directly perceivable with-
out action that would seem extraordinary when viewing artworks—digging up the
soil or conducting chemical tests. But the knowledge that a microorganism is pres-
ent, or that drainage has been adversely affected, or that too many deer may result
in too few songbirds may very well cause a viewer to perceive genuinely intrinsic
properties that would otherwise be overlooked. Just learning the names of wild-
flowers (surely an extrinsic property) does sometimes make it more likely that one
will see the flowers. As one learns more about the invisible things that make par-
ticular ecosystems healthy, landscapes begin to look more or less healthy. As aes-
theticians, I think we should concentrate more effort on determining the extent to
which looking healthy and looking good or beautiful are related, and give more at-
tention to specific ways in which knowledge influences particular aesthetic experi-
ences. Thus, I want to suggest a second, more specific way of understanding how
ecological knowledge directs attention to aesthetic properties and vice versa. This
connection is related to the merit aesthetic and ethical that has been the topic of
this book.

In a 1992 essay, “The Appearance of Ecological Systems as a Matter of Policy;”
Joan Nassauer insists that reliance on what is typically considered the picturesque
in landscape design will not protect ecosystems. Designers must use “social signs”
to indicate ecological function. “The general principle that we can use to guide de-
sign and policy is to label ecological function with socially recognized signs of hu-
man intentions for the landscape, setting expected characteristics of landscape
beauty and care side by side with characteristics of ecological health.”?* The devel-
opment of specific principles, I believe, challenges philosophical aestheticians to
explain more fully what is involved in aesthetic landscape preferences and how it
might relate to ethical ecological management. Thus, what I am exploring in this
chapter is an extension and elaboration of Nassauer’s general principle, which is
related to contemporary cognitive models of nature appreciation of the sort that
Carlson proposes.>°

I referred before to scale as a problem that confronts us as we try to perceive
ecosystems. One research team has written, “No issues attract as much attention
within conservation biology as those connected with geographic scale and distri-
bution: How large should reserves intended to maintain diversity be? How should
they be arranged relative to each other? Should they be connected via corridors?
Do species common within old growth require areas of some minimum size?”*!
Due attention to scale can produce the “problem of nonperceivables.” When
stretches of time and space become too big, human beings can no longer “see”
them—and hence it is hard to conceive of how aesthetic experience at such scales
is possible. This problem was recognized early by Aristotle, who pointed out that
things too big or too small cannot be beautiful because they cannot be held in
memory. Therefore, he insisted in Poetics that the action of a play must cover just
the amount of time that a human being can take in (a day or so, he thought). More
recently, John Lyle has acknowledged that the holistic treatment of landscape rarely
works because “it is so difficult to see . . . a vast landscape as a whole.”3?
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To some extent the problem of nonperceivability at large or small scales is han-
dled by the general method I suggested earlier, whereby extrinsic information di-
rects attention to intrinsic properties. But the scale factor in ecology also has im-
portant connections of a different kind to the aesthetic appreciation of nature.
Ecologists must pay attention not only to different scales but also to different types
or categories of landscapes. Obviously, what is studied in a desert will not be stud-
ied in an ocean. And increased awareness and understanding of the primary role
of categories of scale and landscape type in ecology has suggested to me that aes-
theticians should pay closer attention to the role of scale and other landscape cat-
egories. This is both an aesthetic and an ethical should, or, as I called it in chapter
11, an obligation aesthetic and ethical that results in merit aesthetic and ethical.
Formalists, of course, would dismiss any such advocacy. But when the goal is ex-
periencing healthy, sustainable landscapes, category mistakes become aesthetic-
ethical mistakes.

In discussions of works of art, we are accustomed to the fact that certain fea-
tures are category-specific. Properties possessed by a measure of music will not typ-
ically be possessed by the work as a whole. What characterizes a line of a poem (hav-
ing twenty-two syllables, for instance) will not typically characterize a stanza, and
vice versa.3? But observations “upscale” affect observations “downscale.” The fact
that it is an epic we are reading affects how we read individual lines or verses. We
look for plot development in an epic, but not in a sonnet. The fact that something
is called a “march” will determine how we emphasize the rhythm of each measure.

Category mistakes have consequences for the experiences of artworks. Someone
who mistakes a satire for a serious political essay will miss or misinterpret many
important intrinsic properties. Similarly, landscape-aesthetic category mistakes
have consequences for the appreciation. Before I describe some specific landscape-
aesthetic categories, I want to mention some of the mistakes (many of these have
been acknowledged by landscape architects) that my proposal is intended to help
avoid.

One of the most serious criticisms that has been leveled against conventional
design practices is that designers have too often acted as ‘beauticians,” that is, as if
their task were to “prettify” by covering up, not really altering, underlying flaws.
This criticism is not just a recent complaint. At the turn of the twentieth century
in the Midwestern United States, such landscape architects as Jens Jensen argued
that Beaux Arts formalism or the romantically and sentimentally picturesque stan-
dards that had a grip on city planning should give way to more regionally appro-
priate styles. Thus, the Prairie School called for greater use of indigenous species
and materials to express the spirit of the area. But the use of particular design prin-
ciples may not be a mistake simply because of regional inappropriateness. It may
result from what others have described as landscape architects’ undue emphasis on
“scenery.” Clearly agreeing with Carlson, Paul Hellmund writes, “One of the tradi-
tional concerns of landscape architects has been preserving or enhancing views.
But, narrowly pursuing visual goals by trying to capture or re-create static images
can have tremendous costs, both financial . . . and ecological.”** Hellmund is wor-
ried, for example, that trying to offer motorists beautiful vistas may threaten
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wildlife migration corridors. I would also like to suggest that there may be aesthetic
costs when landscape architects treat all landscapes as if they were located within
a single landscape-aesthetic category.

Another mistake is a tendency to leave human beings out of “nature.” ‘Natural’
is, I believe, a term whose application changes when there is a shift in aesthetic cat-
egory. What is natural on a farm will not be natural in a city, and what might be
natural on both of these may not be natural in a desert or forest. J. B. Jackson has
criticized the ways in which undisturbed, conventionally photogenic landscapes
have been taken as the sole standard of ecological and aesthetic integrity.3> He has
also discussed Edgar Anderson’s work on the effect of human beings on plants, not
all of which has been deleterious. Sunflowers, for instance, which grow only in
rather poor soil where grass does not overtake them, thrive in areas where humans
have depleted nutrients. This provides an example of “how man has not only de-
stroyed ecosystems but has also devised new ones.”®® Jackson’s most famous non-
conformist defense is of mobile homes—a human artifact that may be as natural
in the landscape as the beaver dam, he insists. “Indeed, it almost seems as if those
shortcomings which critics never tire of mentioning—the lack of individuality, the
functional incompleteness, the dependence on outside services and amenities, and
even the lack of such traditional architectural qualities as firmness, commodity,
and delight-—all are what make the trailer useful and attractive to many of its oc-
cupants.”3” But even those who are not generally put off by trailer courts will not
relish them in a wilderness. What counts as “natural” depends on the category
within which one is operating.

Another category-relative term is ‘stewardship’ What counts as care for the land
or sound management practice in a forest does not translate directly into care at
the urban level. (I will say more about this later.) ‘Biodiversity’ is another ambigu-
ous term. One often comes across it in the following sort of admonition: “We want
to conserve all cultural approaches that are compatible with conserving bio-
diversity,”*® and “Areas set aside to fulfill recreational or esthetic objectives do not
necessarily meet biodiversity conservation goals.”® But is the converse true? Too
often, the unexamined assumption is that biodiverse environments will automat-
ically meet aesthetic and ethical goals.

‘What I hope attention to landscape-aesthetic categories can do is to undermine
the often too glibly held attitude that we all know and agree about what is good and
beautiful in the landscape. Jackson and others have made us wonder about mobile
homes and fast-food restaurants and Las Vegas. Leopold urged us to think not
about “building roads into lovely country, but of building receptivity into the still
unlovely mind.”*? But are all roads into lovely places then ugly? In his report of dis-
cussions with David Brower, an early leader of Friends of the Earth, John McPhee
describes how Brower’s early love of trains affected his aesthetic sensitivities: “A
railroad over the Sierra is all right. It was there. An interstate highway is an assault
on the terrain.”*! Are they really so different? John Lyle wonders why Dutch wind-
mills are so lovely and power lines are not.*2

Hepburn has urged, “If we wish to attach very high value to the appreciation of
natural beauty, we must be able to show that more is involved in such appreciation
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than the pleasant, unfocused enjoyment of a picnic place, or a fleeting and dis-
tanced impression of countryside through a touring-coach window, or obligatory
visits to standard viewpoints.”4> (The connections between ethics and aesthetics
reverberate in this remark.) I believe that one component of progress in under-
standing more about such appreciation and hence of avoiding some of the mis-
takes described is a greater awareness of environmental aesthetic categories and
aesthetic scales, and of the interactions herein of ecology, aesthetics, and ethics.

There are various ways of thinking about scale, of course. To ecologists and ge-
ographers, scale is a quantitative concept defined in terms of sheer numbers of or-
ganisms or patch acreage or mapping grain. Just as the set of intrinsic properties
valued in a sonnet is not identical with the set of intrinsic properties valued in an
epic (these artworks have different “scales”), so the set of intrinsic properties val-
ued in a bonsai garden is not identical to the set of intrinsic properties valued in a
vista from a mountaintop or airplane. Due attention to a rough continuum rang-
ing from the microscopic to the macroscopic is essential. Awareness that one is
judging a small, medium, large, or very large area is required if one is to avoid cat-
egory mistakes.

Although size is relevant, aesthetic evaluation obviously goes beyond consider-
ations of quantity. Another important, more traditionally entrenched aesthetic cat-
egory is the perception of the purpose(s) behind the particular manipulation of a
medium. (Obviously, there will be connections here to the ways in which artistic
intentions point in the direction of the contextual nature of the aesthetic. See chap-
ter 3.) Attention to purpose will be as important in assessing nature cognitively as
it is in assessing artworks. Some landscape units are what they are almost com-
pletely as a result of an individual’s or group’s aesthetic intentions; in others, in-
tentional design is a lesser factor in determining their constitutions. At each scale,
the intention of the designer affects the aesthetic properties meant to be a focus of
attention. Designing sustainable landscapes requires relating the geographer’s and
ecologist’s attention to scale and biota that is so important to their work with the
aesthetician’s attention to category and manipulation of medium in an attempt to
draw attention to intrinsic properties that reward perception and reflection.

Here are examples of categories that differ considerably from one another with
respect to the extent to which their intrinsic properties are what they are as a result
of the particular purposes of human manipulation and intervention:

Landscape art

. Parks and gardens

. Managed urban and suburban landscapes

. Managed rural landscapes (especially farms, but also mines and other “worked”
nonurban areas)

. Relatively pristine managed landscapes

6. Relatively pristine unmanaged landscapes

O

wh

Specific examples from each category will be discussed shortly. At the first level, we
have discrete artifacts (objects and events) that have landscape elements as core
components. At the final level, we have landscapes in which human manipulation
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drops out—though I describe them as only “relatively” pristine because such
effects as acid rain and ozone depletion influence even the wildest environments.
In between, and even within a particular level, a continuum of intent and possi-
bility for control exists. Individual artists often have a greater control over what
they produce and a firmer image of what they want to create than urban design-
ers, farmers, or wilderness managers. But we need to bear in mind that “reading”
intentionality into a landscape will be greatly influenced by cultural factors. For ex-
ample, many people see a garden as more intentionally determined than a farm,
though in fact the former may be more a matter of chance.

Each category has its own history—both natural and cultural—and these his-
tories have a tremendous influence on the properties within these elements. Martin
Warnke has described the ways in which political values can be read off land-
scapes.* For example, roads converge at castles, churches, and city squares, and the
size of fields reflects equal or unequal distribution of wealth. Nonaesthetic values
affect one’s preferences. Do you see a castle or a church as a positive sign of stabil-
ity or a negative sign of oppression? Curt Meine describes how the sociopolitical
grid permeates the design and perception of many American landscapes.*” Socio-
political values affect, and are in turn affected by, aesthetic values.

This interdependence is also true of aesthetic and ecological values—or at least
they should be, if we are to have sustainable landscapes and hence sustainable land-
scape aesthetics. For every site or design project, an aesthetic as well as an ecolog-
ical inventory must be made. Other writers have proposed inventories, of course,
but they have often been formulaic; that is, they have assumed that one can simply
apply a list of a priori properties like “vividness” or “uniqueness.” But categories are
culture-bound and culturally constructed, just as aesthetic values are, as I argued
in chapter 1. Descriptions of sites will vary to a greater or lesser extent from culture
to culture, both temporally and spatially. For example, the presence of red barns in
a rural setting is not universally valued. Just as one cannot expect all ecological fea-
tures to be found at every site (the presence of a particular microorganism, for in-
stance), so aesthetic categories and the properties relevant therein can be deter-
mined only after a site has been fully studied. Categories used elsewhere may
provide guidelines but should never be simply reapplied without being “translated”
for each new project. Even when one is deeply fluent in a culture and tremendously
knowledgeable about the ecosystems in which one is working, one must constantly
remind oneself that disagreement is possible. Individuals who share a culture of-
ten disagree and have themselves inconsistent goals.S Scientists also disagree, of
course. The best assessments will be those produced through holistic, interdisci-
plinary work, where values are seen as integrated and inseparable.

Some examples will be useful, perhaps, but these can be regarded only as pro-
totypes, since actual analysis must be site-specific. Even prototypes are local—for
what counts generally as beautiful or healthy in one sociogeographical locale may
not apply in others. In the upper Midwest of the United States, what people tend
to like in medium-sized urban parks is serenity, clean water flowing in fountains,
a variety of plants and flowers arranged in neat patterns, careful maintenance, and
wildlife that is clean and nonthreatening; and what they tend to dislike is messi-
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ness, stagnant or dirty water, and “vermin.”%’ I have put ‘vermin’ in quotation
marks, for which animals are classified as such will differ from site to site. Rats, for
example, are accepted, even enjoyed, in relatively pristine landscapes. In large, rel-
atively pristine unmanaged landscapes, people want vast outlooks and majestic,
sublime scenery and are irritated if there are too many other people around or if
trails appear overmaintained. In wilderness areas, they even like what would count
as “messy” undergrowth in residential gardens.*® The presence of a windmill may
enhance landscape at one point and diminish it at a different scale or at a different
level of manipulation. Adding one will probably not enhance the beauty of a rela-
tively pristine vista or even a postmodern city center. The fact that people treasure
human-built structures along the Rhine River but not along the Colorado River is
not inconsistent when one realizes that different sites are involved. The Rhine is
much more urban than it is pristine. In aesthetics as in ecology, we must first be
clear about the locale and the relevant positive and negative features if we are to
avoid inappropriate, misguided, or even dangerous assessments and designs.

Previously, I referred to the fact that categories have a history. I want now to pro-
vide more detail about some examples to show the importance of reminding one-
self continually about the appropriateness of the features one does or should at-
tend to.

As with all art, twentieth-century landscape art changed dramatically from what
may still be the vernacular stereotype of landscape art—a nineteenth-century
Hudson Valley representation, for instance. Viewers must thus attune themselves
to category shifts while remaining conscious of the artistic traditions in which
artists work. In Mel Chin’s Spirit, a barrel (symbol of commerce and/or the effects
of alcohol abuse) precariously balances on a rope made of samples of vanishing in-
digenous prairie grasses. It derives its power not from the viewer’s admiration of
the picturesque but from the awareness of the forceful way in which Chin has sym-
bolized the impact of European immigrants on the American prairie. Nonetheless,
it still depends on the viewer’s close attention to many intrinsic properties (shape,
proportion, balance) resulting from as meticulous a manipulation of the medium
as that found in nineteenth-century landscape paintings.

Other landscape works of Chin seem to me less clearly located in the category
of landscape art. In Revival Fields, his interest in chemical pollution led to collab-
oration in 1990 with a soil scientist, Rufus Chaney. Though Chin did use some con-
ventional design principles—circular plantings within a square, for instance—the
main goal of this project was experimentation with “hyperaccumulators”: plants
that absorb large amounts of minerals and metals and thus act as toxic sponges to
restore the soil in which they grow.*® Chin and Chaney’s field was not found in a
museum but in a landfill. It no longer exists, and even when it did, it was very
difficult to get to and to perceive. Enabling attention to intrinsic design properties
was simply not the primary intention. It is difficult to do an aesthetic evaluation of
such “works” when there is uncertainty about the category into which they fit; the
ability to provide aesthetically appropriate descriptions is lacking. In some ways,
Chin’s work is rural, for the toxic metals absorbed in the plants were meant to be
“harvested” or “mined.” Perhaps another category needs to be introduced. (This
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has, after all, often happened in the history of art.) Or one object may need to be
evaluated according to several different categories. For example, the environmen-
tal artist Lynne Hull’s work Raptor Roost provides a roost for birds that will not
electrocute them, and she does “hydroglyphs”~—drawings in desert stones that pro-
vide water storage for animals. The shape of the roost or the delicacy of the draw-
ing is aesthetically pleasing in the category of small or medium landscape art; the
fact that habitat is sustained and often present will be characteristic of aesthetic
pleasure within the category of larger parks or relatively pristine landscapes.>°

Many works of landscape art move upscale or cross categories into the realm of
parks and gardens, and vice versa. Indeed, Mara Miller titles her very interesting
book on gardens The Garden as Art. She defines a garden as “any purposeful
arrangement of natural objects (such as sand, water, plants, rocks, etc.) with expo-
sure to the sky or open air, in which the form is not fully accounted for by purely
practical considerations such as convenience.”! This definition also covers parks.
Both are marked by what she calls an “excess of form”—and this is what connects
gardens to artworks. Biology and culture, she argues, intersect. Biology is “catego-
rized” via culture.52 Gardens and parks are often designed with wildlife habitat in
mind, but the territory or corridor provided therein differs significantly from that
which guides designers at the level, for example, of managed wilderness. (In this
sense, National Parks are not “parks” at all, a fact that both aestheticians and ecol-
ogists should remember.) Ornamentality, such as that provided by topiary, for in-
stance, is quite valuable in some kinds of city gardens and parks; it can easily be-
come excessive in residential lawns and would be quite jarring in a relatively
pristine landscape.

Urban landscapes are, of course, very mixed and perhaps can be fully compre-
hended only as such. Parks must coexist with landfills. (Indeed, some landfills have
becomes parks, even golf courses.) Concrete jungles provide habitat for raptors.
Within some residential lots, one finds native and exotic species. One simply can-
not plan rationally for anything except a multifunctional domain. Though trees
within cities certainly provide ornamentation and some wildlife habitats and cor-
ridors, it is unreasonable to expect them in the vast numbers or variety that will re-
sult in majestic forests. Safety contributes positively to aesthetic experiences of
cities; it is not usually managed for in the same way in landscape artworks or pris-
tine environments. Rutherford Platt’s history of urban open-space paradigms
shows how factors relating to aesthetic value have changed in North America over
the past two centuries.”® He identifies several paradigms that characterize nonna-
tive settlements. They have overlapped but are roughly chronological: civic-agrar-
ian colonial commons, picturesque parks, areas providing public health, cities
beautiful with their monumental plazas, garden cities with greenbelts separating
zones, preserved ecological sites within cities. None should be given automatic pri-
ority in urban planning; both vegetable patches and preserved wetlands clearly
provide citizens with aesthetic opportunities. But it is crucial for both city planners
and aestheticians to keep them straight. A single park zoned for both gardening
and wetland might fail to achieve much success for either—unless it is designed to
distinguish clearly and label coherently each category.
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Of course, neither wetlands nor gardens are by any means the most typical ur-
ban landscape in an age when most open space in cities (at least in the United
States) is devoted to parking lots and human corridors. Martin and Warner discuss
the conflicting policies and values that create tensions in city planning.>* As the
fact that people value both wide and narrow streets shows, people like different
things, depending on the context. Applying values from other categories must be
done carefully and consciously. At the same time, undue observance of conven-
tional or vernacular values (e.g., insisting that all city lawns be a uniform height,
green, and edged with sidewalks and curbs) has also caused a great deal of envi-
ronmental harm.

Nassauer’s research on the aesthetic preferences of farm dwellers is very telling
here.55 Farmers tend to appreciate aesthetically landscapes that signal stewardship.
Stewardship is not itself a sufficiently specific concept; caring by both fertilizing
and refusing to fertilize are signs of stewardship to different persons. What is cate-
gory-specific is the sort of care and control that is ecologically sound in specific
biosystems. The fact that a city or rural resident exerts a great deal of effort does
not in itself guarantee health. Signs of pollution are not always obvious; effects of
fertilizers, irrigation, or overgrazing are not immediately or easily perceived, par-
ticularly by viewers whose only experiences of farms are those had speeding
through or above the countryside. Rural dwellers themselves are often oblivious to
the fact that what pleases them visually may hide or cover unsound ecological prac-
tices. Contour planting—a component of many farms still found lovely by many
farmers—is usually accompanied by the unsustainable use of chemical fertilizers
and weed killers. One problem for designers and philosophers is developing an aes-
thetic “language” that will communicate ethical ecological health within this as well
as the other categories. Experimental farming techniques will not be seen as beau-
tiful until ecologically valuable properties of landscape types are more readily rec-
ognized.

The term ‘nature’ for most people typically connotes relatively pristine land-
scapes. Vastness, majesty, vistas viewed from elevated outlooks—in general, “the
scenic” is what people like. Even in areas that one knows are highly managed (such
as national parks and preserves), one generally prefers as little trace of that man-
agement as possible. Some things, for example, clearly marked trails, will be ac-
ceptable within managed, but not within unmanaged, relatively pristine areas.
There have been several excellent studies of the ways in which human perceptions
and assessments of wilderness have changed across the centuries, and of how they
differ geographically and culturally.>® These changes can be read, for example, in
tourism trends. There has been less study of what is valued in “nature” in rural or
urban environments. Ecologists—Ilargely for aesthetic reasons, I think-—have
tended to concentrate on relatively pristine landscapes and too often have assumed
that what is beautiful there must be what makes for beauty everywhere else. City
“beautification” has too often taken the form of planting along corridors whose
concreted soil produces unlovely, usually soon dead, trees. Nassauer describes ways
in which paradigms of “scenic beauty” have often widened the gap between ver-
nacular conceptions of beauty and ecological conceptions of health.*’



194 Consequences

Most people assert that the presence of human structures in pristine landscapes,
especially unmanaged ones, is a negative factor. But further investigation of this re-
inforces the claim that specificity of category is a crucial determinant of aesthetic
appreciation of nature.>® Most people admit that not every human structure in a
relatively pristine landscape is distracting; coming across a log cabin is not upset-
ting in the way that coming across a fast-food restaurant would be—indeed, the
cabin might heighten an already positive experience. What is the difference? The
answer lies in fuller awareness of how what is “natural” is category-specific. Fast-
food restaurants are “natural” landmarks that we expect and are therefore appro-
priate to, and even admired by some, at urban scales—those urban patches where
the population of meat-eating, economically able bipeds has attained a certain
level. Abandoned shacks in urban areas are eyesores. The occasional abandoned
hut—but not a busy Pizza Hut—will be fine along a trail in relatively pristine land-
scapes. Thus, the term ‘presence of human structures’ is itself too vague to explain
positive or negative aesthetic response. Attention to scale and to degree of manip-
ulation is essential to making this term precise enough to guide planning.

I have talked about the mistakes that can be made if one fails to contextualize
aesthetic values via category specificity. But how else might such attention be pos-
itively useful? If landscape architects are to take advantage of aesthetic preferences
as they design ecologically sound landscapes, then they must make accessible the
aesthetic properties people delight in.5® Ecologically sustainable landscapes will be
possible only if due attention is given to the cultural values that determine people’s
choices and actions. I suggested earlier that a general strategy for drawing atten-
tion to aesthetic properties consists of showing viewers how nonperceivables or
factors in themselves not aesthetically valued are connected to the perceivable in-
trinsic properties that members of a community consider worthy of attention and
reflection. I would now like to suggest another way in which designers might ex-
ploit aesthetic values—one that utilizes aes-ethical and ecological categories and
one that underscores their relations.

In general, showing consists of using gestures, words, or signs that point to
something and draw a viewer’s attention. There are, of course, many theories of sig-
nifying. But most share the idea that there are “natural” signs (e.g., signs related
causally to their referents: smoke signifies fire) or “conventional” (e.g., a word in a
spoken language stands for something: ‘cup’ signifies something from which one
drinks). Designers must use both kinds of signs. By having a certain kind of tree
pointed out, one may look more closely to see if (or at least value the possibility
that) a particular kind of orchid may be nearby, for some trees are natural signs of
some varieties of orchids to people who have adequate knowledge of the biosys-
tems in which they occur together. Nassauer’s research is again helpful here, for she
has proved that simply putting up a placard (a “conventional” sign) that says that
an area is being cared for via certain conservation practices enhances the aesthetic
value for most viewers.6C Signs that simply let us know where we are (“You are now
crossing the National Divide’) provide frames that may enrich our aesthetic expe-
riences.
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In each aesthetic category, there are properties valued by members of a com-
munity: carefully laid out patches, vistas, winding roads, monuments, windmills,
clearly marked trails, colorful forbs, bright lights. These clear indicators can be bor-
rowed and used in a variety of environments to signify that designers have given
attention to aesthetic values. Not every property is a clear indicator, of course.
Silence may be a positive feature of a serene garden but not of an exciting city; it
may even be a negative indicator in a forest where one had hoped to hear song-
birds. Nor will all indicators cross categories. A mass of lights will not be appro-
priately borrowed from the city to signify aesthetic attentiveness in a rural or pris-
tine landscape. A chaotic jumble of species valued at the relatively pristine level may
not translate automatically to city parks. But clearly marked (e.g., “socially signed,”
to use Nassauer’s phrase), a chaotic patch in a city’s open space may come to have
aesthetic value for residents if they read it as a sign of an attempt at achieving bio-
diversity within urban boundaries. Formal properties such as balance, color, or
shape (valued at rather small scales, for instance, in residential yards) become signs
of due attention to aesthetic amenities at larger scales, even in relatively pristine
landscapes. Whether the signs actually work to enhance aesthetic experiences, of
course, depends on the knowledge that the viewer brings to the site. Park boards
that opt for less mowing will be reelected only if the public sees too much mown
turf as a sign of an unhealthy ecosystem. A wetland initially read as a dirty swamp
may be read as a park if there are boardwalks or species markers. The ethical and
the aesthetic once again come together in the realization that responsible policy
making is underway.

Artists are in the business of providing communities with new metaphors that
challenge and hence broaden our comprehension of the world. Our attitudes to-
ward nature are largely determined by the metaphors with which we conceptual-
ize it, and many of these have come to us from the arts. We have the tree, the spring,
the sea, the waters of life. We categorize in terms of light and dark, sun and moon,
heaven and earth. We are warned not to lose the forest for the trees. We strive to
reach rock bottom or to get at the root of a problem for ideas to blossom.
Imaginatively developing new metaphors may indeed allow us, as it has sometimes
been put, to “think outside the box.” Fiction is of great use here. But this does not
mean that there should be no restrictions on the imagination. As we have seen, fic-
tion can sentimentalize and demonize, with serious harm resulting. If sustainable
environments are the goal, then fiction must be at the service of fact.

I suggest that landscape designers can apply and introduce new metaphors, and
that one way of providing new vision is by crossing categories. Once aesthetic and
ecological studies have been produced that take careful account of the categories
specific to a site, one is in a position to ask whether properties valued at other sites
can fruitfully be borrowed and used. Like artists who expand languages by de-
scribing or portraying one thing as another (a petroglyph as water source, for in-
stance), landscape architects may be able to expand their vocabularies and those of
their patrons by borrowing clear signs from other categories. Of course, this will
be successful only if we have a clearer understanding of the specific properties val-
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ued at each specific site and of what the clear indicators are. Incorporating the
“messy” at smaller scales will work only when deep attention has been given to aes-
thetic values at the location of the particular design project.

There are dangers in borrowing. Signs can be confusing, even deceptive—as
when a corporation announces that it is employing environmentally friendly safe-
guards when, in fact, it is not. We often have trouble knowing where we are. How
many of us know the watershed or soil chemistry of our residence, for example?
Honest, clear use of signs may help to alleviate the dissonance that characterizes so
much of the contemporary human condition, especially when they inform us not
just about the names of things but about the workings of an ecosystem as well.
Details of a system that promotes category crossing for aes-ethical purposes remain
to be worked out. It is an area in which ecologists, landscape architects, ethicists,
and aestheticians may work fruitfully together in the effort to design ecologically
sustainable landscapes that succeed culturally.

Ideally, we want landscapes that show which aesthetically valuable properties
and which ecologically sound properties come together, and a human population
that recognizes that a meaningful life demands this. We want educated people who
do not destroy what they value as they seek it out—a population whose cultural
practices do not lead to a repetition of the experience of Easter Islanders. We aim
for a public that does not, as Nassauer puts it, mistake a well-kept prairie park for
a weed patch. Hedgerows that maintain diversity can come to be perceived as cre-
ating beautiful contoured patterns. Colorful native flowers can be perceived and
reflected upon as an indication of soil unpoisoned by harsh chemicals. An adequate
canopy will signify the presence of songbirds. Too rapid runoff of rainwater will re-
sult in one’s seeing concrete curbs as ugly rather than neat. Aesthetics, ethics, and
sound ecology will come together, and when they do a healthy nature that includes
meaningful human experiences will result.

It is often objected that insisting on a scientific basis for appreciation of nature
“takes all the fun out of it.” I doubt it; I have never myself experienced knowledge
getting in the way of aesthetic experience. Ecological notions are no more neces-
sarily separable from the aesthetic than are ethical ones. And if we want a healthy
environment, it is time to insist that they all be integrated perceptually and con-
ceptually and imaginatively.

THIRTEEN

Aesthetics and Ethics
in Communities

MANY claims have been made about the power of the arts. As the title
of this chapter suggests, one of the things I believe aesthetic activity can do is con-
tribute to conditions required for the sustainability of communities. But I also want
to alert the reader to some limits of making this and other claims about the power
of art. In an age of hyperbole, more measured avowals are called for. For this rea-
son, I have chosen to begin by considering a speech made by Evan Mauer, the di-
rector of the Minneapolis Institute for the Arts, early in 1998. It was a clearly writ-
ten, heart-felt articulation of many of the claims that are generally made for the
power of the arts. The occasion—a Minneapolis mayoral inauguration—made it
natural for the speaker to stress the role of the arts in community building, as well
as particularly useful for the purpose of this discussion.

Mauer began by citing the claims made by persons who supported the estab-
lishment of cultural and artistic institutions (civic libraries, museums, sym-
phonies, etc.) in nineteenth-century America. The arts were then, as now, alleged
to elevate, humanize, educate, refine, uplift, ennoble—generally to make those who
come into contact with them better people and citizens. Mauer’s claims, he ac-
knowledged, fit solidly into this tradition. Here’s what he asserted the arts do:

1. Through an expression of people’s and peoples’ most important values, art ties
people to nature, history, and each other.

2. Thearts embody and express religious beliefs, foundation myths, and civic ethics.

3. By embodying essential elements of humanity, the arts allow persons to under-
stand themselves and others better (“better,” one assumes, than we could do with-
out the arts and the more we engage with the arts).

4. Arts can unite culturally diverse American cities.

5. The arts are the best way to achieve bonds of communication, understanding, and
respect.

6. The arts can improve academic achievement.

At the end of his talk, Mauer claimed to have “shown that [the arts] can . . . be the
most effective means of bringing together our diverse population and of helping
our children become better students, better citizens, and better future achievers.”!
I contend that he did not show anything, in the sense of providing the sort of proof
philosophers seek. Rather, he simply made a series of claims. This is, unfortunately,
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