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        Simus, Jason Boaz.  Disturbing Nature’s Beauty: Environmental Aesthetics in a New 

Ecological Paradigm. 

        An ecological paradigm shift from the “balance of nature” to the “flux of nature” will 

change the way we aesthetically appreciate nature if we adopt scientific cognitivism—the view 

that aesthetic appreciation of nature must be informed by scientific knowledge. Aesthetic 

judgments are subjective, though we talk about aesthetic qualities as if they were objectively 

inherent in objects, events, or environments. Aesthetic judgments regarding nature are correct 

insofar as they are part of a community consensus regarding the currently dominant scientific 

paradigm.  

Doctor of Philosophy (Philosophy), August 2009, 108 pp., references, 153 

titles.   

        Ecological science is grounded in metaphors: nature is a divine order, a machine, an 

organism, a community, or a cybernetic system. These metaphors stimulate and guide scientific 

practice, but do not exist independent of a conceptual framework. They are at most useful 

fictions in terms of how they reflect the values underlying a paradigm. Contemporary ecology is 

a science driven more by aesthetic than metaphysical considerations.  

        I review concepts in the history of nature aesthetics such as the picturesque, the sublime, 

disinterestedness, and formalism. I propose an analogy: just as knowledge of art history and 

theory should inform aesthetic appreciation of art, knowledge of natural history and ecological 

theory should inform aesthetic appreciation of nature.  

        The “framing problem,” is the problem that natural environments are not discrete objects, so 

knowing what to focus on in an environment is difficult. The “fusion problem” is the problem of 

how to fuse the sensory aspect of aesthetic appreciation with highly theoretical scientific 



knowledge. I resolve these two problems by defending a normative version of the theory-laden 

observation thesis.    

        Positive aesthetics is the view that insofar as nature is untouched by humans, it is always 

beautiful and never ugly. I defend an amended and updated version of positive aesthetics that is 

consistent with the central elements of contemporary ecology, and emphasize the heuristic, 

exegetical, and pedagogical roles aesthetic qualities play in ecological science. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
        Nature’s beauty isn’t what it used to be. The long-standing aesthetic ideal of a pristine, 

picturesque landscape is giving way to a more disturbing depiction of nature—a nature that is 

turbulent, unstable, and chaotic. What this transition might suggest is that a disruptive and 

unpredictable nature is less beautiful than one that is pristine and orderly. Or it might suggest 

that nature under this new description is just as beautiful as nature under the old description. It 

might even suggest that nature is not at all beautiful, or falls under an entirely different aesthetic 

category like the sublime.  

        In what follows, I address these questions and others by investigating the aesthetic 

implications of a new paradigm in ecology—“paradigm” meaning the worldview, beliefs, and 

values shared by members of a scientific community. The majority of my investigation shows 

how this new ecological paradigm will change the way we aesthetically appreciate natural 

environments if we adopt scientific cognitivism—the view that correct aesthetic appreciation of 

nature must be informed by scientific knowledge. And because this transition from the balance 

of nature to the flux of nature is a full-blown cultural paradigm shift, my inquiry also has some 

bearing on related topics such as environmental ethics, aesthetic education, and philosophy of 

science. Specifically, I show how the significantly different conceptual framework provided by 

the new ecology will require equally significant adjustments to how scientific cognitivists 

conceive of and therefore aesthetically appreciate nature’s disturbing beauty. In general, what 

emerges from my investigation is the educational value of scientific cognitivism—above all, its 

ability to articulate all the interrelated elements of a cultural and scientific paradigm such as the 

new paradigm in ecology.   
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        In terms of methodology, I adopt scientific cognitivism and assume that it is correct in order 

to effectively draw out the aesthetic implications of the contemporary paradigm in ecology. One 

of the advantages of scientific cognitivism is its claim to objectivity regarding aesthetic qualities 

of objects, events, or environments. Note, however, that I conceive of objectivity in both 

aesthetics and science as intersubjective agreement, rather than correspondence to reality. Thus 

in my view our aesthetic judgments are subjective, though we talk about aesthetic qualities as if 

they were objectively inherent in objects, events, or environments. For this reason, aesthetic 

judgments regarding nature are correct, appropriate, or simply true insofar as they are part of a 

community consensus—the worldview, beliefs, and values comprising a scientific paradigm. Of 

course, because paradigms and the scientific theories that articulate them come and go, the 

correctness of our aesthetic judgments will be paradigm-relative. But this does not mean that any 

paradigm-relative aesthetic judgment is as correct as any other. It only means that our aesthetic 

judgments regarding nature should be part of the currently accepted ecological paradigm; now, 

unfortunately, they do not.  

        The plan is as follows. In chapter 2, I provide some historical background by reviewing the 

literature leading up to both contemporary ecology and the flux of nature paradigm. The 

historical roots of contemporary ecology are grounded in a succession of metaphors that have at 

one time or another deemed nature a machine, an organism, a community, or a system. But 

descriptions such as these are not metaphors only in the literary sense. These metaphors 

exemplify cultural and scientific paradigms insofar as they stimulate and guide scientific 

practice. Ecological metaphors, however, do not refer to any “real” metaphysical entity. They are 

at most useful fictions in terms of how they reflect the beliefs and values underlying a paradigm, 

and do not exist independent of a theoretical framework. In any case, I trace the origins and 
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influence of these metaphors in the history of ecological thought from both the cultural and 

metaphysical points of view, while showing how the two perspectives are interrelated. Then I 

provide an exposition of the cultural and scientific understandings of contemporary ecology—a 

science, I argue, that is driven more by aesthetic than metaphysical considerations. 

        Similar to the evolution of paradigms in ecological science, the historical development of 

contemporary environmental aesthetics is a series of reactions to prior traditions and theories of 

aesthetic appreciation. In chapter 3 I trace the history of nature aesthetics from antiquity to the 

present, and review some concepts that are central to the classical tradition, such as the beautiful, 

the sublime, the picturesque, disinterestedness, and formalism. Then I outline some of the more 

dominant contemporary reactions to the classical tradition that form the basis for various theories 

in contemporary nature aesthetics. 

        In chapter 4 I provide an exposition of the thesis known as scientific cognitivism—the view 

that correct or appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature must be informed by scientific 

knowledge. Along the way I also examine an argument by analogy offered by the scientific 

cognitivist: just as knowledge of art history and art theory should inform aesthetic appreciation 

of art, knowledge of natural history and ecological theory should inform aesthetic appreciation of 

nature. Finally, I defend scientific cognitivism against various objections, and sketch my own 

version of scientific cognitivism in the process. 

        In chapter 5, I analyze three problems that contemporary ecology suggests for scientific 

cognitivism in nature aesthetics: the framing problem, the fusion problem, and positive 

aesthetics. The framing problem arises when comparing aesthetic appreciation of natural 

environments to aesthetic appreciation of art. Paintings have frames, sculptures inhabit a 

determinate part of space, and musical pieces have beginnings and endings. Unlike artworks, 
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however, natural environments are not discrete objects, so knowing what to focus on is 

problematic. And if we closely follow the suggestions of contemporary ecology from an 

aesthetic point of view, ongoing natural processes should be the focus of our attention. But 

natural processes in a state of flux resist the convenient categorization most scientific cognitivists 

suggest is necessary for appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature. And appreciating natural 

processes in flux will require a more theoretically informed approach, for many of these 

processes are unobservable. Such an approach highlights the second problem flux ecology 

suggests for scientific cognitivism: how to fuse the sensory aspect of aesthetic appreciation with 

highly theoretical scientific knowledge. I propose to resolve this “fusion problem” by defending 

a variation of the theory-laden observation thesis, the view that observation of phenomena is 

always through the lens of a scientific theory, in this case, contemporary ecological theory.  

        The third problem contemporary ecology suggests for scientific cognitivism is positive 

aesthetics—the view that insofar as nature is untouched by humans, it is always beautiful and 

never ugly, or has mainly positive rather than negative aesthetic qualities. Most defenses of 

positive aesthetics are associated with scientific cognitivism—scientific knowledge of nature 

somehow transforms the ugly into the beautiful or transforms negative aesthetic qualities into 

positive aesthetic qualities. I first consider Allen Carlson’s defense of positive aesthetics, then 

explore his view from the perspective of the contemporary paradigm in ecology. But two central 

elements of contemporary ecology appear to be directly at odds with positive aesthetics. First, 

contemporary ecology maintains that the ideal of a pristine nature untouched by humans is a 

myth. Second, contemporary ecology describes nature as imbalanced, disorderly, and 

disharmonious, which are aesthetic qualities typically considered negative rather than positive. 

Because these qualities are the exact opposite of those once associated with pristine nature, 

4 



 
 

 

 
contemporary ecology appears to render positive aesthetics as a thesis that only applies to a now 

outdated ecological paradigm. 

        I argue to the contrary by defending an amended and updated version of positive aesthetics 

that is consistent with the central elements of contemporary ecology. In doing so, I first clarify an 

ambiguity in the positive aesthetics thesis regarding the relationship between the role of humans 

in ecological systems and the subsequent attribution of negative aesthetic qualities to nature. I 

also clarify another ambiguity in Carlson’s positive aesthetics: that between positive aesthetic 

qualities and positive aesthetic judgments. Then I compare aesthetic appreciation of imbalance, 

disorder, and disharmony in natural environments to aesthetic appreciation of the same kinds of 

qualities in twentieth century avant-garde art and music. I complete my defense of positive 

aesthetics by appealing to the heuristic, exegetical, and pedagogical roles that aesthetic qualities 

play in ecological science.  
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CHAPTER 2 

METAPHORS AND METAPHYSICS IN ECOLOGY 
 

The Concept of a Natural Order 

        In this chapter I trace the conceptual history of ecology leading up to a paradigm shift from 

the balance-of-nature to the flux-of-nature. Then I provide an exposition of the cultural and 

scientific understandings of contemporary ecology—a science, I argue, that is driven more by 

aesthetic than metaphysical considerations. 

        Order is a value-laden concept. Whether it is social, political, psychological, even domestic, 

order is a value almost always preferable to disorder. Synonyms for disorder such as disarray, 

disorganization, disintegration, instability, irregularity, chaos, and confusion carry negative, 

often distasteful connotations. In the sciences this is especially true, where the rational order of 

data is not only valuable, but is a methodological necessity.     

       Arguably, one of the basic presuppositions necessary for the possibility of science is value-

laden: the concept of a natural order. In Science and the Modern World, Alfred North Whitehead 

writes, “there can be no living science unless there is a widespread instinctive conviction in the 

existence of an Order of Things, and, in particular, of an Order of Nature” (1967, 5). By Nature 

(upper-case N), Whitehead here means the sum total of everything there is, something like 

cosmos, or “ordered whole.” Not incidentally, the term cosmetic, which we now associate with 

aesthetic adornment, derives from the same root word denoting order. Just as the belief in an 

order of Nature was necessary to make cosmology possible, the widespread belief that nature 

(lower-case n, i.e., terrestrial nature) has an intelligible order made natural sciences such as 

ecology possible.  
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       Notice, however, that Whitehead only mentions a belief in an order of nature, not the order 

of nature. He does not mention that a belief in any specific kind of natural order is necessary for 

the possibility of science. This distinction is significant because for science to be possible, we 

must only assume that there is some kind of natural order, though that order can later be 

described and understood in a plurality of ways. To do science, we must only assume generally 

that there is some kind of intelligible natural order. 

        But that order is not always easily understood. So to make it intelligible, some more 

particular, qualitative assumptions need to be made. Order in general is typically thought of as a 

quality that admits of differences in both kind and degree, and the same is true of natural order. 

The kind of natural order we assume will have implications in terms of just where that order 

exists. Two distinct kinds of natural order are structural and conceptual. If it is structural, it is 

objectively “real,” or “out there” in the natural world for us to discover. A belief in structural 

order is then a metaphysical belief—a belief that order exists in nature—independent of our 

concepts. On the other hand, if it is conceptual, natural order is subjective. Conceptual order is 

then contingent upon our concepts, which we project onto nature so it makes sense to us. A 

belief in conceptual natural order is a cultural belief—a belief that nature is as we describe it. It 

exists only as part of our conceptual apparatus, and is contingent upon historical, social, and 

cultural conditions. 

        There are also degrees of natural order ranging from simple to complex, from unified to 

diverse, from stable to chaotic. The degrees of natural order are related to kinds of natural order. 

For example, if we assume nature is simple, unified, and stable, it is more likely we will assume 

a natural order that is structural, since this degree of natural order is easier to discover in nature. 

We have no need to impose order on nature that seemingly already possesses it. On the other 
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hand, if we assume that nature is complex, diverse, and unpredictable, the difficulty in making 

sense of it may require us to assume a natural order of a conceptual kind. In both cases, the 

practical necessity of making nature intelligible determines the kind and degree of natural order 

we assume when engaging in scientific practice. Thus, any particular qualitative assumptions 

about natural order will be contingent upon our need to understand what nature is and how it 

works. To understand it, we had to assume there was natural order of some kind and in some 

degree.     

       One way to make nature more intelligible is to compare it to other, more familiar and 

comprehensible things. Since antiquity, we’ve drawn analogies to understand nature as if it were 

something else: as a divine plan, as a machine, as an organism, as a community, or as a system. 

Analogical thinking, or understanding one thing in terms of another, has a particular logic. If we 

think of nature as a machine, and we attribute the value of efficiency to machines, it follows that 

we attribute the value of efficiency to nature as a machine. The relevant attributes of the two 

analogues are then shared if the analogy is strong, and attributes are relative to, or a subset of, 

any given analogy. 

        Often there is a peculiar shift from analogy to metaphor, a transition from thinking of nature 

as a machine to thinking nature is a machine. The shift from “as” to “is” is subtle, but important. 

When thinking in terms of analogies, the comparisons we make are more explicitly hypothetical 

than with metaphors. While metaphors are notoriously vague, the power they have to 

communicate in a compelling fashion make them indispensible in the natural sciences—ecology 

in particular. Mostly metaphors for nature function as background assumptions, assumptions that 

are not made explicitly, yet continue to guide our perception of the natural world in novel ways. 

For example, when we hear “the natural world is a living organism,” suddenly we view the 
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natural world as either healthy or sick. If the natural world is a divine plan, we see design and 

perfection. If the natural world is a machine, we see efficiency and productivity.  

        We might think examples such as these only reveal the power of suggestion. But these 

metaphors have become deeply ingrained in our consciousness, so much so that we might now 

see these expressions as indicative of a structural natural order. Oddly, the metaphorical concepts 

we employ to make nature intelligible become so entrenched that they somehow become 

metaphysical beliefs about a natural order independent of our concepts. Metaphors are not just 

literary devices or rhetorical flourishes, then, especially when they are employed in science. 

They reflect our culturally held values, beliefs, and attitudes regarding nature, the elements that 

comprise a worldview, or what Thomas Kuhn called a scientific paradigm (1962).  

        Thus there are two basic perspectives regarding natural order: metaphysical and cultural. 

The metaphysical perspective presumes there is an a-historical and necessary structural order in 

nature for us to discover and make intelligible. The cultural perspective presumes that making 

natural order intelligible requires metaphorical and historically contingent concepts. Whether 

these metaphorical concepts entail a belief in structural, metaphysical natural order is a question 

I will address later. But first, a brief foray into the history of ecology.  

 

         A Brief Conceptual History of Ecological Science 

        The historical roots of contemporary ecology are grounded in a succession of metaphors 

that have at one time or another deemed nature a divine order, an organism, a machine, a 

community, or a system. Here I trace the origins and influence of these metaphors from both the 

cultural and metaphysical perspectives, while showing how the two are related in ecological 

theory. 
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        First, note the respective religious, biological, technological, and social origins of these 

metaphors. It’s no accident that we’ve understood nature in terms of various conceptual 

frameworks tied to different historical and cultural eras. When theistic religious beliefs 

dominated our consciousness, we understood nature as designed by God. Animism, romanticism, 

and advancements in biology combined to form the organicist vantage point, from which we 

perceived nature as a living being. With the advent of Newtonian physics and the industrial 

revolution came the mechanistic perspective, just as an emphasis on social and political cohesion 

brought on a communitarian explanatory framework. Now cybernetic systems structure the way 

we communicate, so we make nature intelligible by modeling it after the Internet. In each case, 

the dominant cultural paradigm offers a useful and unique way to model and understand the 

natural world via metaphorical concepts.   

        Each of these frameworks, however, is just another iteration of the most historically 

enduring metaphor for natural order—“the balance-of-nature.” In “Changing Concepts of the 

Balance of Nature,” Frank Egerton provides a thorough historical account for each of these 

iterations, which I won’t repeat here (Egerton, 1973). Instead I look to a few seminal figures in 

ecology to provide some background leading up to the paradigm shift—a shift from the balance-

of-nature to the “flux-of-nature.”  

        The first iteration of the balance-of-nature metaphor that resembled a science of ecology 

(even before the term ecology was coined) was Carl Linnaeus’ essay Specimen Academicum de 

Oeconomia Naturae (1751). Linnaeus’ notion of the “economy of nature” implied that 

relationships between individual plants and animals functioned for the benefit of nature as an 

integrated whole.  

To perpetuate the established course of nature in a continued series, the divine wisdom 
has thought fit, that all living creatures should constantly be employed in producing 
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individuals, that all natural things should contribute and lend a helping hand towards 
preserving every species, and lastly that the death and destruction of one thing should 
always be subservient to the restitution of another (1759, 32 emphasis added). 
 

Here we see the divine plan metaphor at work in a scientific text, and we can interpret this 

passage from both the metaphysical and cultural perspectives. First, note the normative language 

Linnaeus uses. From the metaphysical perspective, nature should follow the divine plan as 

designed. The balance-of-nature is structural: it is in nature, pre-established by God, as it ought 

to be. Yet from the cultural perspective, the normative prescriptions fall on us: we should 

conceive of natural order as the balance-of-nature—where individuals do their part for the good 

of the whole—if we are obedient members of a culture of believers. On this normative view, the 

two perspectives overlap. We should conceive of natural order—the economy of nature, or the 

balance-of-nature—as structural.  

        Just about any scientific theory in ecology following Linnaeus can be interpreted from 

either the metaphysical or cultural perspective. And each will have points where the perspectives 

overlap, because each theory postulates some characterization of natural order. Even the initial 

definition of ecology, from Ernst Haeckel who coined the term in 1866, isn’t absent of any such 

postulates.  

By ecology we mean the body of knowledge concerning the economy of nature—the 
investigation of the total relations of the animal both to its inorganic and its organic 
environment; including above all, its friendly and inimical relations with those animals 
and plants with which it comes directly and indirectly into contact—in a word, ecology is 
the study of all those complex interrelations referred to by Darwin as the conditions of 
the struggle for existence (translated and quoted by Allee et al., 1949, preface).   
 

Must we presuppose the independent existence of an economy of nature to acquire this body of 

knowledge we call ecology? Or is only the concept of an economy of nature necessary to do 

ecology?  
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        Consider another foundational text in ecology, Stephen Forbes’s “The Lake as a 

Microcosm” (1887). Studying the lakes of Illinois, Forbes saw the parts-to-whole relationship 

“on so small a scale as to bring it easily within the mental grasp” (1887, 537). A lake, he says, 

“forms a little world within itself—a microcosm within which all the elemental forces are at 

work and the play of life goes on in full” (1887, 537). Because of the explicit analogy in the title 

of his essay, Forbes’s version of the balance-of-nature epitomizes the appeal to analogical or 

metaphorical concepts in making nature intelligible. 

Two ideas are thus seen to be sufficient to explain the order evolved from this seeming 
chaos; the first that of a general community of interests among all the classes of organic 
beings here assembled, and the second that of the beneficent power of natural selection 
which compels such adjustments of the rates of destruction and of multiplication of the 
various species as shall best promote this common interest (1887, 550). 
 

In this heavily value-laden passage, we might again wonder whether this “community of 

interests” exists independently, or is merely a concept used to make sense of an otherwise 

chaotic mess.  

         American ecologist Frederick Clements (1916) developed a model of plant succession in 

which he argued that species succession is unidirectional and comes to a stable point of 

equilibrium known as the “climax community.” All ecological roads, according to Clements, 

lead to the climax community, and any seemingly random disturbances to it are explained as 

temporary anomalies. Clements’s later model of the climax community was holistic and 

organicist, where the whole was more than the sum of its constituent parts, and the system 

emulated one large “superorganism” (1936). Thus Clements appealed to both the organism and 

community metaphors in his characterization of natural order, yet another iteration of the 

balance-of-nature. 
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       Contrary to Clements’ holistic model, Henry Gleason (1926) argued that plant associations 

were in fact individualistic and accidental groupings, not organized parts honoring the single 

direction of a unified whole (1926). Gleason’s individualistic notion of plant succession carried 

with it the idea that biological organization is much looser and more subject to chance than 

previously thought.  

It is small wonder that there is conflict in the definition and classification of plant 
communities. Surely our belief in the integrity of the association and the sanctity of the 
association-concept must be severely shaken. Are we not justified in coming to the 
general conclusion, far removed from the prevailing opinion, that an association is not an 
organism, scarcely even a vegetational unit, but merely a coincidence? (Gleason, 1926, 
15-16). 
 

As such, Gleason’s ecological theory is perhaps the least metaphysically charged: no entities 

other than individuals are postulated, and no metaphors are offered to make sense of natural 

order. This does not mean, however, that in Gleasonian ecology there is no natural order, or that 

no natural order is presupposed. Though no balance-of-nature characterization of natural order is 

given, natural order is a matter of chance, which is just as intelligible given a probabilistic 

conceptual framework. The Clements/Gleason disagreement between holism versus 

individualism set the foundation for much ecological thought that was to follow. Indeed, the new 

paradigm in ecology is the latest example of how this disagreement has historically played out 

(McIntosh, 1985).  

       In partial reaction to Clements’s climax community concept, Arthur Tansley (1935) coined 

the term (or postulated the entity) ecosystem to explain what he saw as dynamic change in 

natural environments. As in cybernetics, the structure and function of natural environments was 

systemic, and ecosystems achieved a state of what he called “dynamic equilibrium” (Tansley, 

1935, 300). The ecosystem concept accounted for dynamism in natural systems, albeit dynamism 
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that maintained overall equilibrium. Thus in Tansley’s ecosystem concept (or free-standing 

metaphysical entity), the balance-of-nature is still intact.  

        In “The Trophic-Dynamic Aspect of Ecology,” Raymond Lindeman (1942) first theorized 

about systemic energy flow through ecological systems, focusing on processes rather than 

individuals. Eugene Odum (1953) further developed Lindeman’s views by emphasizing the 

systemic nature of nature by modeling the patterns of energy flow through natural environments, 

complete with elaborate diagrams depicting circuitous inputs and outputs. Like Lindeman’s 

emphasis on processes, Odum’s contribution significantly expanded the focus of study in 

ecology beyond the species level, and advanced modeling techniques used in ecological research. 

Since ecological processes and energy flow patterns are not discrete entities, approaches such as 

Lindeman’s and Odum’s more easily fall under the category of cultural, rather than metaphysical 

characterizations of a balanced natural order. Even though they do not employ metaphorical 

concepts, these theories are dependent upon explanatory models, and models, like metaphors, 

cannot exist independent of a theory.    

        As each of these examples demonstrates, whether the postulation of metaphors and entities 

in ecology is meant to situate natural order in a cultural or metaphysical framework is difficult to 

determine. One interpretation is certain, however: each of the above examples was a 

characterization of the balance-of-nature. That was about to change.  

 

The Flux of Nature Paradigm in Ecology 

        In The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Kuhn describes how there are transitions from 

normal scientific practice, to the discovery of anomalous data, to theoretical crisis, to scientific 

revolution. He calls these transitions paradigm shifts, in which a fundamental altering of 
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worldviews comes about via scientific practice. According to Kuhn, scientific practice does not 

stand in isolation from the social, historical, cultural, or psychological conditions surrounding it. 

Rather, the socio-historical context in which scientific practice is embedded articulates a 

paradigm. “No natural history can be interpreted in the absence of at least some implicit body of 

intertwined theoretical and methodological belief that permits selection, evaluation, and 

criticism” (Kuhn, 1962, 16-17). Thus the foundation of scientific practice lies in a paradigm’s 

accepted research program that is largely determined by the underlying beliefs and values—the 

background assumptions held by members of a scientific community. 

        The call for replacing the old paradigm with the new is attributed to various co-authored 

essays by ecologist S. T. A. Pickett (Pickett and Ostfeld, 1995; Pickett, Parker, and Fielder, 

1992; Pickett and White, 1985). To explicitly distinguish the new paradigm from the old, Pickett 

and Ostfeld (1995, 263-265) outline some of the basic assumptions of classical, balance-of-

nature ecology, which are the following: (1) natural systems are closed, (2) natural systems are 

self-regulating, (3) equilibrium comes to a point, (4) succession is fixed, (5) disturbances to 

natural systems are exceptional, and (6) humans are excluded. The new paradigm in ecology 

challenges each of these assumptions, replacing the no longer plausible balance-of-nature 

conceptual framework with the more appropriate flux-of-nature metaphor (Pickett and Ostfeld, 

1995). 

        As we delve into the theoretical details of contemporary ecology, note how some of the 

terms it employs raise metaphysical questions of the sort we’ve been reviewing along the way. 

The new paradigm is a brand of ecosystem ecology where the landscape is described as a shifting 

mosaic (Pickett, et al., 1992). It postulates patches—spatiotemporal areas that are indefinitely 

bounded, and disturbances—fluctuations that indicate underlying natural processes governing 
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ecosystem functions (Pickett and White, 1985). Are ecosystems, patches, disturbances, and 

processes free standing metaphysical entities or culturally derived metaphors? Are they structural 

or conceptual characterizations of natural order?  

        Generally, the new paradigm may be best described as a “dynamic non-equilibrium” theory 

of ecosystem structure and function. Disturbances facilitate natural processes, transforming the 

landscape from one condition to another. More specifically, the new paradigm prioritizes the role 

of ecological processes over species interactions, mostly because species interactions are largely 

determined by natural disturbances. Pickett and V. Thomas Parker define disturbances as  

biotic or abiotic interactions that influence dynamics. Any process may influence a 
number of ecosystem characteristics simultaneously. A clear example of this is the 
differential effect of a fire, killing some individuals or species while stimulating the 
germination of others. Fires also transform nutrient dynamics by mineralizing nutrients 
previously bound up in organic matter (2000, 17). 
 

The ecological significance of fluctuations and disturbances runs counter to the balance-of-

nature idea. Disturbances such as wildfires, fluctuations in climate, wind and soil erosion do not 

negatively disrupt the delicate equilibrium of nature, but characterize or punctuate its flux. “Such 

catastrophic events provide many people a rare opportunity to see wilderness as a process in 

parts of the country where wilderness as an entity (e.g., a virgin forest) is never to be seen again” 

(Pickett et al., 1992, 81). That is, any ecological process that constitutes a disturbance, according 

to its scale and level of intensity—characterizes nature as in flux. According to Pickett and 

Ostfeld, 

The term flux highlights variation, fluidity, and change in natural systems, rather than 
stasis, which is implied by the word balance. Although this metaphor does not deny the 
existence of stable points in nature, it focuses our attention on the fact that natural 
systems, which certainly do persist, do so as a result of a variety of fluxes (1995, 266-7).  
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Contemporary ecology thus acknowledges equilibrium, but only relative to a particular 

spatiotemporal scale (Callicott, 2002a; 2002b). Since disturbances can occur on many levels and 

affect multiple ecosystem characteristics simultaneously and in very complex ways, scale is 

needed to measure the rate and extent of disturbances. Pickett and Ostfeld define scale as “the 

term used to describe the relationships between two measurements such as the extent over which 

a process occurs and the spatial extent of a system” (1995, 268). The apparent regularity or 

randomness, balance or imbalance, order or disorder, is relative to scale—the rate, intensity, and 

extent to which changes in natural systems occur. Ecosystems are neither perfectly integrated nor 

totally chaotic: natural order admits of degree.  

        In “The New Paradigm in Ecology,” the authors lament the fact that the general public is 

either unaware of or misunderstands contemporary ecology (Pickett et al., 1992). Unfortunately, 

the public’s understanding of ecology is still under the influence of the deeply ingrained notion 

of the balance-of-nature, as opposed to the now more appropriate “flux-of-nature” metaphor 

(Pickett et al., 1992, 66). Take, for example, the results of a questionnaire administered to 

undergraduate ecology students. When asked: “what is meant by the balance of nature?” students 

responded that the balance-of-nature “is descriptive of real ecological systems, and continue to 

do so after instruction in ecological science” (Zimmerman and Cuddington, 2007). Such 

stubbornly held beliefs in the face of contradictory evidence reveal the depth of the cultural bias 

in favor of the balance-of-nature metaphor.   

        Both the balance-of-nature and flux-of-nature metaphors have ethical and aesthetic 

implications for our relationship to the natural world. I discuss the new paradigm’s implications 

for aesthetic appreciation of nature in chapter 5. As for ethics, one reason for the cultural bias 

toward the balance-of-nature is that the bias is self-serving. If natural environments will 
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resiliently return to delicate equilibrium, benign neglect is the best course of action—a 

comforting ethical prescription. But, on the other hand, under the flux-of-nature metaphor, we 

shouldn’t jump to the conclusion that anything we do amidst the flux is ethically permissible. 

There are limits to what fluctuating natural systems can tolerate, limits we should respect. 

Avoiding such misunderstandings requires an educational campaign that updates the public’s 

knowledge of ecology, and rectifies the incongruity between the public’s comforting yet false 

belief in the balance-of-nature and the scientific community’s rejection of that belief. Indeed, the 

belief in the balance-of-nature paradigm has resulted in a variety of poor policy decisions 

(Botkin, 1990).           

 

From Structural to Conceptual Natural Order 

        If the ecological paradigm shift from balance to flux entailed a fundamental altering of our 

worldview regarding nature, one of the central elements of that shift was the abandonment of a 

metaphysical belief in structural natural order. Prompting that shift were observations of disorder 

in nature that didn’t fit with our metaphysical background assumptions. We could either drop our 

metaphysical assumptions, or alter our conceptual framework to suit them. Either way, making 

that disorder intelligible required us to consider the idea that there is no way the natural world is 

independent of concepts. Perhaps it is only as we describe it. But this wasn’t the first time this 

has happened. The transition from structural to conceptual natural order was underway long 

before the paradigm shift in ecology, and it has multiple iterations. Here I offer three brief 

examples to illustrate how this transition occurred previously: the positing of Newtonian physical 

laws, Darwinian contingency, and quantum indeterminacy. First a caveat: the three descriptions 

that follow are broad generalizations typical of the public’s understanding (or misunderstanding) 
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of their respective paradigms. The accuracy of the specific scientific details is not directly 

relevant to the questions I pose here. 

        By the nineteenth century the divine plan metaphor was no longer a plausible explanation of 

nature because it couldn’t account for perceived imperfections in nature. The result was a 

transition beginning in the seventeenth century from a belief in structural to conceptual natural 

order that, according to Daniel Botkin, involved 

The refutation of the idea that the world is composed of perfect structural symmetries—
physical symmetries—for example, that the Earth is a perfect sphere, or that the planets 
move in orbits that are perfect circles.…The belief in aesthetically pleasing and 
theologically satisfying physical symmetries was replaced by a belief in an aesthetically 
pleasing and theologically satisfying conceptual order. While the belief in gross physical 
attributes of symmetry, balance, and order was no longer tenable following the new 
observations of nature, Newton’s laws created a conceptual order (1990, 108-9).  
 

Rather than abandoning the aesthetic pleasure and theological satisfaction associated with a 

belief in a perfectly symmetrical structural natural order, Newton simply relocated that order in 

our conceptual framework (Newton, 1934). Thus imperfections and asymmetries in the divine 

plan were only perceived, and could be explained away by referring to perfect underlying 

physical laws. In making this move, however, Newton didn’t abandon all metaphysical 

presuppositions. He only made them subservient to epistemic concerns. To discover the 

immutable laws of physics was to learn the language of God. In other words, perfect natural 

order was no longer in nature, but was codified in physical laws—a conceptually accessible 

divine plan that held nature’s asymmetric ugliness at bay.  

        Similar to Newton’s physics, Darwin’s theory of evolution challenged our aesthetic 

sensibilities and metaphysical presuppositions in two ways: competition for resources and the 

process of random natural selection (Darwin, 1859). Competing for resources in the struggle to 

survive turned the landscape into a battlefield of selfish interests. While this culturally derived 
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metaphor was for the most part consistent with the balance-of-nature, its connotations were 

socially unpalatable. In a state of denial, we assumed the natural world simply couldn’t be that 

war-like in reality. This metaphor must only be a way of making it intelligible, an aesthetically 

offensive, yet useful fiction.  

        The process of random natural selection seemed to be more of an affront to our 

metaphysical than our cultural worldviews. The battlefield metaphor could be explained away as 

only a heuristic device. But the notion that species, including humans, evolved by accident was 

much more threatening. And random natural selection is radically contingent: it implies that 

there’s nothing essential or necessary about the structure of the biotic world. It could have turned 

out differently, in countless possible ways. But this realization doesn’t necessarily force us to do 

away with a belief that there is a structural natural order. It may only challenge our assumption 

that we can comprehend and appreciate its complexity to a satisfying extent. More so than 

Newtonian physical laws, the complexity, randomness, and contingency involved in Darwinian 

evolution challenges our aesthetic, epistemic, and metaphysical presuppositions about natural 

order. Thus Darwin further advanced the shift from structural to conceptual natural order.   

        Quantum physics presents similar challenges. According to the so-called “Copenhagen 

interpretation,” the behavior of subatomic phenomena is observer-dependent and probabilistic, 

rather than observer-independent and deterministic, as in classical physics (Bohr, 1934; 

Heisenberg, 1958). Observer-dependence challenges our metaphysical assumptions simply 

because it implies that all natural order is imposed by observation. Thus there is no structural 

natural order to be discovered, we project a conceptual order onto what we observe. But quantum 

physics is equally problematic from the cultural perspective, since it doesn’t employ any 

metaphorical concepts that help make it intelligible. Moreover, the indeterminate, unpredictable 
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behavior of quantum phenomena challenges some of our most deeply held epistemic convictions, 

the need for certainty in particular. Combine all of these difficulties and quantum theory 

becomes theologically, metaphysically, epistemically, and aesthetically distasteful. “God doesn’t 

play dice with the world,” Einstein famously said—a phrase that expresses real derision toward 

such a theologically discomforting worldview (1971). From a secular standpoint, the theological 

dissatisfaction Einstein felt is replaced by a teleological displeasure. Even without a belief in a 

designer, a random and unpredictable structural natural order appears to have no design or 

purpose—only a conceptual order could make sense of such chaos.  

        As these three examples show, certain knowledge of a structural natural order is too much 

to ask for. And an imperfect, asymmetrical, war-like, complex, accidental, unpredictable natural 

order certainly isn’t very attractive. Thus from Newton to Darwin to Bohr and Heisenberg, we 

see a gradual progression from a belief in structural to conceptual natural order. Slowly the 

metaphysical assumptions about nature became more and more difficult to maintain. But 

metaphysics wouldn’t go quietly. The theological and teleological roots of our secular 

metaphysical beliefs were grounded in a practically important epistemic need to explain the 

natural world. Another expression of the will to believe in structural natural order is the view that 

scientific knowledge should correspond to reality. Of course, the plausibility of such a view is 

dependent upon there being “real” metaphysical entities that correspond to our scientific 

explanations. But we need not adopt metaphysical beliefs to satisfy our epistemic and scientific 

needs. We could satisfy those needs from the cultural perspective by employing metaphorical 

concepts—a strategy particularly well suited to contemporary ecology. 
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Ecology Without Metaphysics 

        In “A Succession of Paradigms in Ecology: Essentialism to Materialism and Probabilism,” 

Daniel Simberloff suggests that “the chief reason for the persistence of the ecosystem paradigm 

is that it accords with Greek metaphysics” (1980, 29). He wrongly lumps all of Greek 

metaphysics into a single camp, and concludes (also incorrectly) that all of ecosystem ecology is 

under the spell of the balance-of-nature metaphor. And while the contemporary paradigm is 

decidedly contrary to the balance-of-nature idea, it is a brand of ecosystem ecology—albeit an 

ecological science in which ecosystems are “intangible,” or are conceptual projections onto 

nature (Allen and Hoekstra, 1992, 89). Simberloff’s worry is that scientists and the lay public 

continue to adopt a metaphysical belief in structural natural order, that is, that the balance-of-

nature exists. According to ecologist Charles Elton, this is simply a false belief. “The ‘balance of 

nature’ does not exist, and perhaps never has existed” (Elton, 1930, 17). Whether or not the 

balance-of-nature exists metaphysically speaking, Simberloff understands one reason why it 

persists as a concept: “[t]hat an idea so readily accepted by the lay public attracts professional 

adherents as well is not surprising, particularly when the idea has two-thousand-year-old roots” 

(1980, 30). Because of its long history, the balance-of-nature is a concept capable of seducing 

professionals in the field, even those who agree it doesn’t exist in nature.  

        Apart from the historical explanation, the balance-of-nature concept persists for another 

reason, and this reason is reflected in Simberloff’s language. Likening Clementsian, balance-of-

nature ecology to Newtonian physics, he admits “[t]here is a tidiness, an ease of 

conceptualization, to well-defined ideals moving along perfect paths that is as appealing, both 

aesthetically and functionally, in ecology as it was in genetics and evolution” (Simberloff, 16). 

As seen earlier, preserving the aesthetic appeal of a paradigm is as much a part of theorizing in 
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ecology as it was in Newtonian physics. Darwinian evolution, quantum physics, and the shift 

from structural to conceptual natural order, makes that preservation not only possible, but 

necessary.  

Certainly there is something profoundly disturbing about a nature in which random 
elements play a large role. Just as much of the opposition to Darwinian evolution 
powered by natural selection was engendered by the large role assigned to chance, so the 
idea of an unbalanced, stochastically driven natural community inspires distrust 
(Simberloff, 1980, 30).  
 

        The flux-of-nature paradigm is as disturbing as the balance-of-nature paradigm is 

comforting. But the randomness and unpredictability involved in contemporary ecology not only 

inspires distrust, it inspires distaste. As Daniel Botkin puts it, “nature that is inherently risky may 

seem less beautiful than nature that is completely deterministic” (1990, 127). If we abandon the 

metaphysical belief in a structural natural order (as we must according to the randomness and 

unpredictability associated with contemporary ecology), then we are left to decide which way of 

conceiving of natural order is more or less beautiful. Thus, contrary to Botkin’s quote, nature 

isn’t inherently risky or deterministic: we only conceive of natural order as unbalanced, or as 

risky. These metaphorical concepts are distasteful nevertheless. Why? What makes one 

conception of natural order better than another? Why is the balance-of-nature attractive and the 

flux-of-nature not?  

        In chapter three of Beauty and Revolution in Science, James McAllister discusses the 

relationship between scientific theories and what he calls their “metaphysical allegiances” (1996, 

54-59).  

Different theories exhibit, by virtue of their claims, allegiances to different metaphysical 
world views. A scientist who holds to a particular metaphysical world view may thus 
evaluate theories partly according to the metaphysical allegiances that they exhibit 
(McAllister, 1996, 55). 
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My approach here has more to do with the public’s understanding of ecological paradigms 

(including their respective metaphysical background assumptions or allegiances) than with how 

scientists evaluate theories, but I treat the relationship between theories and their allegiances in 

the same way as McAllister. As we have seen, the balance-of-nature is a deeply entrenched 

metaphysical worldview that has many instantiations in the history of ecological science; and 

each of those instances is exemplified by a metaphorical concept. Recall also that each 

metaphorical concept has its own associated aesthetic qualities that illustrate the balance-of-

nature: machines are efficient, organisms are healthy, communities are harmonious, and systems 

are integrated. Integrity, of course, is the quality of ecosystems under threat in contemporary 

ecology. But integrity (at least in the ecological sense) is a matter of degree. Under the flux-of-

nature paradigm, the integrity of ecosystems isn’t completely eliminated; ecosystems are only 

more or less integrated. In any case, the hierarchical relationship between a paradigm’s 

metaphysical allegiances and its aesthetic qualities is the following. Ecological paradigms (e.g., 

the balance-of-nature) have metaphysical allegiances (e.g., structural natural order). Those 

allegiances are expressed in metaphors (e.g., ecosystem), and those metaphors have particular 

aesthetic qualities (e.g., integrity).  

        McAllister calls this the customary approach, in which a paradigm’s aesthetic qualities are a 

subset of its metaphysical allegiances, “perhaps in the belief that scientists’ aesthetic tastes are 

shaped by their metaphysical outlook” (1996, 55). He proposes an alternative, what I will call the 

contemporary approach, in which the relationship is inverted: metaphysical worldviews are 

shaped by aesthetic tastes (McAllister, 1996, 55). McAllister argues that metaphysical 

allegiances function as criteria for theory evaluation in the same way aesthetic criteria do—

aesthetic criteria being prior to metaphysical criteria. I think the contemporary approach is 
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correct, particularly when we consider the paradigm shift from the balance-of-nature to the flux-

of-nature, because we have seen over the course of this transition multiple examples of 

preserving the aesthetic appeal of various theories. In this way the contemporary (as opposed to 

the customary) approach explains how a paradigm becomes increasingly entrenched. When 

scientists embrace a particular worldview, they tend to “seek further theories that show the same 

metaphysical allegiance,” thus confirming the underlying aesthetic qualities that shape that 

worldview (McAllister, 1996, 55-56). This is certainly the case with the balance-of-nature 

paradigm and its multiple iterations in ecology. Until the paradigm shift, each example we have 

seen of the balance-of-nature paradigm preserved the aesthetic qualities tied to their respective 

metaphors. Despite evidence to the contrary, nature was an efficient machine, a healthy 

organism, a harmonious community, or an integrated system. When those qualities could no 

longer be attributed to nature in terms of a structural natural order, we preserved them as tasteful 

metaphorical concepts. 

        What makes the transition from the balance-of-nature to the flux-of-nature a Kuhnian 

paradigm shift is the change in aesthetic qualities that comprise the contemporary ecological 

worldview—a shift in the values, beliefs, and background assumptions held by members of the 

scientific and broader community. The problem is that the aesthetic qualities constitutive of the 

new paradigm are typically considered negative: imbalance, disorder, or disharmony. As a 

consequence, the new paradigm forces us to abandon our metaphysical pretensions (a belief in 

structural natural order) and adopt a more apt perspective—the conceptual, contemporary, 

cultural perspective. In other words, the structural, classical, metaphysical perspective can no 

longer be maintained in light of the randomness and indeterminacy associated with contemporary 

ecological science. Now the challenge is to replace the traditional, classical aesthetic qualities 
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such as simplicity, symmetry, and balance with their contemporary ecological counterparts, and 

use those qualities to craft new, novel, and compelling metaphors that make nature more 

intelligible. The balance-of-nature and its kin are “dead” metaphors that now only express a 

blind faith in metaphysical abstractions.  

        If a paradigm’s metaphysical allegiances are shaped by our tastes, then the paradigm shift 

from balance to flux is an aesthetically driven paradigm shift. Thus the call for a new “ecological 

metaphysic” (Ulanowicz, 1999) is nothing more than a call for new ecological aesthetics—a call 

for “live,” more useful, more novel and compelling metaphors. But again, we should resist the 

temptation to think of these metaphors as referring to entities with metaphysical status (Keller 

and Golley, 2000, 24-27). From the conceptual perspective, they are at most useful fictions that 

help us interpret the scientific facts. As useful fictions, they provide the interpretive framework 

necessary to make sense of the data and therefore must accurately reflect the beliefs and values 

held in contemporary culture. As fictions, they must be good fictions—they must guide research 

and further our understanding of the natural world in compelling, novel ways. In this sense, 

metaphors and their associated aesthetic qualities are constitutive of ecological theories and 

paradigms insofar as they usefully and compellingly make nature intelligible (Boyd, 1993, 519).   

 

Conclusion 

        Here I have traced the concept of a natural order and its many iterations through the history 

of ecology leading up to the paradigm shift from the balance-of-nature to the flux-of-nature. 

Along the way we saw a gradual transition from a belief in structural to conceptual natural order 

that reached its apex in contemporary ecological theory, resulting in a replacement of the 

metaphysical perspective with a cultural perspective. The reason for this transition hinges on the 
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realization that the metaphysical allegiances of ecological theories have been shaped by aesthetic 

considerations. By ridding ecology of its metaphysical pretensions, and recognizing that biotic 

communities or ecosystems are at most useful fictions, we should understand that the task of the 

theoretical ecologist is to craft useful and aesthetically compelling metaphors that accurately 

reflect the values held in contemporary culture. Gaining that understanding of how ecology 

works only further dispels the myth of a value-free science. 

        So how does all this translate into appropriate aesthetic appreciation of the natural world? In 

the next chapter I trace the conceptual history of nature aesthetics leading up to the contemporary 

view known as scientific cognitivism—the view that correct aesthetic appreciation of nature 

must be informed by scientific knowledge. I defend scientific cognitivism in light of the 

conceptual, contemporary, cultural perspective I’ve outlined here, and answer a variety of 

objections. Then I apply the scientific knowledge provided by contemporary ecology to the 

cognitivist model of aesthetic appreciation of nature in chapter 5.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 
A CONCEPTUAL HISTORY OF NATURE AESTHETICS 

 
Natural Beauty as Order and Proportion 

 
        Similar to the evolution of paradigms in ecological science, the historical development of 

contemporary environmental aesthetics is a series of reactions to prior traditions and theories of 

aesthetic appreciation. Here I trace the history of nature aesthetics from antiquity to the present, 

and review some concepts that are central to the classical tradition, such as the beautiful, the 

sublime, the picturesque, disinterestedness, and formalism. Then I outline some of the more 

dominant contemporary reactions to the classical tradition that form the basis for various theories 

in contemporary nature aesthetics.  

        As we saw in the previous chapter, aesthetic considerations have played a large role in 

shaping our worldviews and scientific paradigms regarding nature. But, oddly enough, it wasn’t 

until the eighteenth century that these considerations directly figured into to how we aesthetically 

appreciate nature itself (terrestrial nature that is, not Nature-as-cosmos). One of the reasons for 

this has to do with the ancient Greek concept of beauty as order and proportion. In Plato’s 

Philebus, for example, Socrates concludes that “the qualities of measure and proportion 

invariably, I imagine, constitute beauty and excellence” (Plato, 1989, 1147 [64e]). Although the 

taste for natural order is the broadest and most enduring theme at play in how we conceive of 

nature scientifically, beauty as order and proportion didn’t apply to terrestrial nature as easily as 

it did for Nature-as-cosmos. Aristotle thought, for example, that  

to be beautiful, a living creature, and every whole made up of parts, must not only 
present a certain order in its arrangement of parts, but also be of a certain definite 
magnitude. Beauty is a matter of size and order, and therefore impossible either 
(1) a very minute creature, since our perception becomes indistinct as it 
approaches instantaneity; or (2) in a creature of vast size—one, say, 1,000 miles 
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long—as in that case, instead of the object being seen all at once, the unity and 
wholeness of it is lost to the beholder (Aristotle, 1920, [1450b-1451a]). 
 

Anything too big, too small, or lacking determinate boundaries couldn’t be beautiful, which rules 

out quite a bit of terrestrial nature. It had to be a unified whole with distinct boundaries to be 

intelligible. So in antiquity, beauty was a concept that primarily applied the sort of art, music, or 

science that revealed or imitated an underlying intelligible cosmic order. 

        However, in Plato’s the Sophist we see the first example of an analogy that helps us 

understand the similarities and differences between natural beauty and artistic beauty. “The 

products of nature, as they are called, are works of divine art, as things made out of them by man 

are works of human art” (Plato, 1989, 1013 [265e]). Drawing such a comparison between nature 

and art has its strengths and weaknesses, as we will see later, but it is important to note that even 

during antiquity this analogy was useful, though terrestrial nature was rarely considered beautiful 

in its own right. Socrates offers a parody of sensuous, superficial natural beauty in the Phaedrus, 

describing a landscape as a kind of pastoral garden of Eden.  

By Hera, it really is a beautiful resting place.  The plane tree is tall and very 
broad; the chaste tree high as it is, is wonderfully shady, and since it is in full 
bloom, the whole place is filled with its fragrance.  From under the plane tree a 
beautiful spring runs with very cool water—our feet can testify to that.  The place 
appears to be dedicated to Achelous and some of the nymphs, if we can judge 
from the statues and votive offerings.  Feel the freshness of the air; how pretty and 
pleasant it is; how it echoes the summery sweet song of the cicadas’ chorus!  The 
most exquisite thing of all, of course is the grassy slope: it rises so gently that you 
can rest your head perfectly when you lie down on it [Plato, 1989, 479 (230b)].   
 

Socrates then suddenly qualifies his remarks by implying that nature is mute. “I’m a lover of 

learning, and trees and open country won’t teach me anything, whereas men in the town do 

[Plato, 1989, 479 (230d)]. Of course, what Socrates learns in town might play a role in his 

enjoyment of the landscape, if only he took the beauty of open country seriously. Terrestrial 

nature for him is beautiful, but it is a kind of superficial, merely sensuous beauty, which Plato 
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here ridicules. But Plato’s aesthetics of both Nature-as-cosmos and art, including what makes for 

a beautiful speech, is actually very cerebral. Aesthetically appreciating Nature-as-cosmos 

requires knowledge of its divinely designed order. Thus a long tradition of cognitivism in 

aesthetics was established early by Plato. 

 

Natural Beauty as Divine Creation 

        Thinking of nature as art suited the medieval religious faith in divine Creation. Comparing 

the designing intelligence of the artist to that of God, St. Thomas Aquinas reasoned that art 

should imitate nature. 

 [N]atural things can be imitated by art, because, by virtue of a certain intellectual 
principle, all nature is directed to its aim, so that a work of nature appears to be a work of 
intelligence, since it moves towards sure goals by definite means—and it is this that art 
imitates in its activity (Aquinas, quoted in Tatarkiewicz, 1970, 262).  
 

The ability of the artist to tap into the internal logic of the divine plan is notable here, not 

because it leads to the creation of good art, but because it is grounded in cognition. And the 

cognitive link in the analogy is significant in terms of how we appreciate art and nature, not just 

how it is created. Moreover, the teleological conception of Nature-as-cosmos that Aquinas (as 

Aristotle’s greatest defender) is working within emphasizes the arrangement of parts-to-whole in 

perfect order and proportion. Knowledge of these relations is necessary for the artist to imitate 

nature accurately, and thus reveal the inner logic of a divine designing intellect, whose creations 

by definition must be flawless.     

        Or so it was thought. The addition of a monotheistic God to the equation of beauty as order 

and proportion gave rise to the idea of nature’s beauty as perfect, pure, and pristine. So when 

imperfections in the creation appeared, this prompted writers to construct elaborate theories to 

explain away the ugly bits of God’s creation. Mountains in particular challenged the notion of 
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beauty as order and proportion in the seventeenth century, as documented in Marjorie Hope 

Nicholson’s, Mountain Gloom, Mountain Glory. Consider Thomas Burnet’s description of the 

Alps, cited in Nicholson’s classic. 

These Mountains are plac’d in no Order one with another, that can either respect Use of 
Beauty; and if you consider them singly, they do not consist of any Proportion of Parts 
that is referable to any Design, or that hath the least Footsteps of Art of Counsel. There is 
nothing in Nature more shapeless and ill-figur’d than an old Rock or Mountain, and all 
that Variety that is among them, is but the many various Modes of Irregularity; so as you 
can not make a better Character of them, in short, than to say they are of all Forms and 
Figures except regular (1959, 210). 
 

The disorder, lack of proportion, variety, and irregularity that mountains exhibited, according to 

Burnet, made it impossible to see them as beautiful. So he and others like him launched a 

desperate attempt to come up with explanations that could rescue their aesthetic and theological 

beliefs from the threat presented by mountains.  

        Attempting to solve the problem of mountains and other natural phenomena as 

imperfections in God’s creation led to the single most important development in the history of 

aesthetics: the idea that aesthetic judgments are subjective. Rather than confront the ugliness, 

disorder, and irregularity in nature head on, authors at this time simply internalized the source of 

their dissatisfaction. The ugliness of God’s imperfections was not in the natural world, but in our 

experiences of the natural world. The first to make this move was seventeenth century author 

Richard Bentley, who wrote in response to Burnet’s views about mountains. “This objected 

Deformity is in our Imaginations only, and not really in the things themselves” (Bentley, cited in 

Nicholson, 1959, 263). Nicholson claims that, regarding nature aesthetics, “Bentley is the first 

English ‘subjectivist’… He insisted that the supposed limitations of Nature were not in Nature, 

but in the thinking mind” (Nicholson, 263, emphasis added in the original). Some explanation for 

Bentley’s “subjective turn” in aesthetics can be found in one of Nicholson’s footnotes. “I am 
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inclined to think that it was Locke’s Essay, recently published in 1690 and already widely read, 

that made him [Bentley] realize these implications” (1959, 263). In An Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding, John Locke outlines some of the central tenets of empiricist epistemology, 

arguing that ideas are grounded in the perception of qualities of things—primary and secondary 

qualities in particular (Locke, 1997, 136). Secondary qualities are colors, smells, tastes, sounds, 

and feels—those qualities forming the sensory foundation for aesthetic judgments. But, 

according to Locke, they “are in truth nothing in the objects themselves, but powers to produce 

various sensations in us” (1997, 137). Fellow British empiricist David Hume said something 

strikingly similar to both Locke and Bentley.  

Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in mind which contemplates 
them; and each mind perceives a different beauty. One person may even perceive 
deformity, where another is sensible of beauty; and every individual ought to acquiesce in 
his own sentiment, without pretending to regulate those of others (Hume, 2006, 234).    

 
        Although it is likely that Bentley was taking cues from Locke and Hume, this is speculation. 

Nevertheless, a cultural shift toward subjectivity in epistemology and aesthetics that was 

occurring at the time is undeniable. And in making such a move, Bentley opened up an entire 

range of aesthetic experiences not previously available to the God-fearing nature aesthete. 

Aesthetically appreciating nature’s irregularity, disorder, variance, and lack of proportion 

suddenly became an acceptable pastime once the religious guilt associated with taking pleasure 

in God’s imperfections was lifted. But it would be a mistake to interpret Bentley as suggesting 

that natural beauty or ugliness is anything we imagine it to be. Rather, if aesthetic judgments are 

mostly about our subjective responses to nature, then presumably we would want our responses 

to reflect the true nature of the object of appreciation. Otherwise appreciating natural beauty is 

nothing more than a species of daydreaming.  
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Nature Aesthetics in the Modern Era 

        Nature aesthetics reached its peak in the eighteenth century, mostly due to the “subjective 

turn” first made by Bentley. Of course, subjectivity brings with it a host of problems—problems 

that have occupied aestheticians to this day. But the main problem is that subjectivity forced 

authors to respond to the classic Latin phrase, de justibus non est disputandum, “there is no 

disputing about tastes.” In other words, if “beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” then any 

subjective, idiosyncratic judgment is as good as any other, which results in an extreme form of 

relativism—the view that there are no aesthetic standards whatsoever. To avoid such a 

conclusion, we need some theoretical framework that will help us distinguish correct from 

incorrect aesthetic judgments. 

         But before philosophers could establish a method ensuring some degree of objectivity in 

making such judgments, first they needed to define their terms and distinguish the field they 

were working in. In 1750, Alexander Baumgarten coined the term aesthetics as “the science of 

sensible cognition” (1961, 107). According to Baumgarten, “the aim of aesthetics is the 

perfection of sensible cognition” (1961, 115), which is to say that aesthetic judgments have both 

a sensory component and a thought component. Together, these components can be perfected—

they can be correct or incorrect.  

        One of the methods to prevent subjectivity from turning into full-blown relativism in 

aesthetics was appropriated from scientific methodology: disinterestedness. Just as the scientist 

must put aside personal and utilitarian interests when conducting research experiments, the 

aesthete must do the same when making judgments. Otherwise, these biases preclude any 

meaningful agreement (or disagreement) regarding our subjective aesthetic judgments. So we 

needed disinterestedness to avoid relativism. One of the first articulations of the doctrine of 
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disinterestedness came from Anthony Ashley Cooper, the Third Earl of Shaftesbury. In a 

fictional dialogue, Theocles asks Philocles:  

Would it be any help to tell you, ‘That the absurdity lay in seeking the enjoyment 
elsewhere than in the subject loved?’Imagine then, good Philocles, if being taken with the 
beauty of the ocean, which you see yonder at a distance, it should come into your head to 
seek how to command it, and, like some mighty admiral, ride master of the sea, would 
not the fancy be a little absurd (Cooper, 2008, 78)?  
 

Here Shaftesbury distinguishes aesthetic appreciation from both flights of the imagination and 

practical interests or desires. But Shaftesbury also wondered how we might aesthetically 

appreciate wild, irregular terrestrial nature. 

Even the rude rocks, the mossy caverns, the irregular unwrought grottos and broken falls 
of waters, with all the horrid graces of the wilderness itself, as representing Nature more, 
will be the more engaging, and appear with a magnificence beyond the formal mockery 
of princely gardens…how comes it that…the only people who are enamoured in this 
way…are your poor vulgar lovers (Cooper, 2008. 78)?  
 

The answer, according to Shaftesbury, is to appreciate the paradoxical “horrid graces of the 

wilderness” by appealing to knowledge via a comparison of natural and artistic beauty.   

Is study, science, or learning necessary to understand all beauties else? And for the 
sovereign beauty, is there no skill or science required? In painting there are shades and 
masterly strokes which the vulgar understand not, but find fault with; in architecture there 
is the rustic; in music the chromatic kind, and skilful mixture of dissonancies (Cooper, 
2008, 80). 
 

Shaftesbury wondered whether scientific knowledge was necessary for aesthetic appreciation of 

irregular nature, and concludes that just as knowledge of music can help us appreciate dissonant 

musical works, knowledge of nature can help us appreciate its irregularity as nature as “horridly 

graceful.” Thus for Shaftesbury, aesthetic appreciation was both cognitively engaged and 

disinterested, an approach that later went out of fashion, when disinterestedness became 

associated with formalism. 
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        Francis Hutcheson’s account of disinterestedness was more explicit. Like Shaftesbury, 

Hutcheson defended both the disinterested and cognitive elements of aesthetic appreciation, 

though he kept them distinct. In fact, Hutcheson’s views on the beauty of nature were deeply 

informed by his fascination with science, particularly Newton’s theory of celestial bodies.  

In the search of nature there is the like beauty in the knowledge of some great principles 
or universal forces from which innumerable effects do flow. Such is gravitation in Sir 
Isaac Newton’s scheme…It is easy to see how men are charmed with the beauty of such 
knowledge, besides its usefulness…and this pleasure we enjoy even when we have no 
prospect of obtaining any other advantage from such manner of deduction that the 
immediate pleasure of contemplating the beauty (Hutcheson, 1973, 51). 
 

Here we see how Hutcheson’s views on intellectual beauty—the beauty of intellectual constructs 

like scientific theories—inform his aesthetic appreciation of nature. But intellectual beauty and 

natural beauty are not the same. For Hutcheson, intellectual beauty can inform our aesthetic 

appreciation of nature, though we can also find beauty in the knowledge of Newtonian physical 

laws independent of any personal interest or advantage to be gained from having such 

knowledge. In other words, according to Hutcheson, we can have it both ways: we can appreciate 

scientific theories disinterestedly, or they can inform our aesthetic appreciation of nature. For 

example, since Hutcheson’s theory of beauty is the ratio of “uniformity amidst variety,” 

Newton’s uniform physical laws make intelligible the “almost infinite variety…in the works of 

nature” (Hutcheson, 1973, 41-42), though we also can appreciate them in their own right.  

        Despite Hutcheson’s departure into intellectual beauty, the prevailing conception of natural 

beauty at this time referred to formal beauty, like the manicured formal gardens at Versailles. 

But as we can see in Shaftesbury’s derision of “princely gardens” as “formal mockery,” the 

formalist conception of the beautiful was beginning to fade, only to return much stronger in the 

early twentieth century. Like Shaftesbury’s melding of opposites (e.g., “horrid graces”), 

Hutcheson’s axiomatic theory of beauty as uniformity amidst variety was a continuation of an 
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important theme in nature aesthetics: contrasting combinations of aesthetic qualities. No writer in 

the eighteenth century explored this theme more than Edmund Burke.    

        As the new era of subjectivity in nature aesthetics was ushered in, many of the new and 

novel aesthetic experiences it afforded couldn’t really be called beautiful, at least by traditional 

standards. The notion of the sublime better characterized the experience of nature’s irregularity. 

Burke’s conception of the sublime stems from his exploration of the theme of contrasting 

aesthetic qualities. In “A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 

Beautiful,” he classifies aesthetic experiences into positive and negative pleasures, and positive 

and negative pains (Burke, 1990). The sublime in nature for Burke is a kind of delightful yet 

overwhelming positive pain. “The passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those 

causes operate most powerfully, is Astonishment; and astonishment is that state of the soul, in 

which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of horror” (Burke, 1990, 53). However, 

according to Burke, any immediate threat prevents the “terrible delight” indicative of the 

sublime. “When danger or pain press too nearly, they are incapable of giving any delight, and are 

simply terrible; but at certain distances, and with certain modifications, they may be, and they are 

delightful” (Burke, 1990, 36-7). In contrast to the sublime, beauty for Burke is a kind of positive 

pleasure.  

For sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beautiful ones comparatively small; 
beauty should be smooth, and polished; the great, rugged and negligent.…beauty should 
not be obscure; the great ought to be dark and gloomy; beauty should be light and 
delicate; the great ought to be solid, and even massive (Burke, 1990, 113).    
 

Here we see a host of normative claims regarding the qualities that beauty and the sublime ought 

to consist of, and how they are therefore distinct. This of course is significant in terms of the 

notion of appropriate or correct aesthetic judgments. But it is also the first time notions like 

beauty and the sublime were thought of as having constitutive qualities, rather than being 
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qualities on their own. And how the beautiful and the sublime should be distinguished apart from 

their constitutive qualities is problematic for Burke. 

If the qualities of the sublime and beautiful are sometimes found united, does this prove, 
that they are the same, does it prove, that they are any way allied, does it prove even that 
they are not opposite and contradictory? Black and white may soften, may blend, but they 
are not therefore the same (Burke, 1990, 114). 
 

Burke draws a sharp distinction between the concept of the sublime and the concept of the 

beautiful, though objects often share both of these qualities. Thus the concepts at work in our 

subjective aesthetic experiences must remain distinct in order to allow for meaningful discourse, 

since these qualities are not in the things themselves. This leaves open the possibility of even 

further combinations of contradictory qualities in the Burkean scheme: an admixture of the 

sublime and the beautiful, pleasure and pain, terror and tranquility. But we need distinct concepts 

to articulate our sometimes disparate experiences.   

 

Kant’s Nature Aesthetics 

        Immanuel Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment was the most well developed theory of 

nature aesthetics in the eighteenth century. For Kant, judgments of taste are subjective and non-

cognitive: they are based on an individual’s feelings of pleasure or displeasure regarding an 

object (2000, 89). But when we make aesthetic judgments, we expect others to agree with us as if 

we were speaking about beauty as an objective property of things (Kant, 2000, 98). Otherwise, 

our judgments are merely “agreeable” (Kant, 2000, 91). For example, a universally valid 

judgment would be of the form “X is beautiful,” where a merely agreeable judgment would be of 

the form “X is beautiful to me” (Kant, 2000, 92). Thus judgments of taste, for Kant, can be 

correct or incorrect. They are not based on any objective property of the object, but based on the 

normative demand we make on others: they ought to make aesthetic judgments like we do. 
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        To ensure that in our judgments we can make such demands, Kant maintained that 

judgments of taste must be disinterested, thereby building upon the foundation left by 

Shaftesbury and Hutcheson. But Kant’s formulation of the doctrine of disinterestedness is more 

radical: even an interest in the existence of the object should not determine a judgment of taste.  

The satisfaction that we combine with the representation of the existence of an object is 
called interest. Hence such a satisfaction always has at the same time a relation to the 
faculty of desire…But if the question is whether something is beautiful, one does not 
want to know whether there is anything that is or that could be at stake, for us or for 
someone else, in the existence of the thing, but rather how we judge it in mere 
contemplation (Kant, 2000, 90). 
 

What this means for nature aesthetics is that our desire for the continued existence of a particular 

landscape should not in any way form the basis of our aesthetic judgment. Otherwise it is not a 

disinterested judgment of taste, and does not qualify for making the demand of universal validity. 

Kant draws a distinction, however, between disinterested judgments and something being 

interesting. “A judgment of an object of satisfaction can be entirely disinterested yet still very 

interesting, i.e., it is not grounded on any interest but it produces an interest” (Kant, 2000, 91). 

This distinction is absolutely essential for Kant to launch his argument for the moral significance 

of natural beauty in section forty two of the third Critique, “On the intellectual interest in the 

beautiful.” 

I do assert that to take an immediate interest in the beauty of nature (not merely to have 
taste in order to judge it) is always a mark of a good soul, and that if this interest is 
habitual, it at least indicates a disposition of the mind that is favorable to the moral 
feeling, if it is gladly combined with the viewing of nature…Someone who alone (and 
without any intention of wanting to communicate his observations to others) considers 
the beautiful shape of a wildflower, a bird, an insect, etc., in order to marvel at it, to love 
it, and to be unwilling for it to be entirely absent from nature, even though some harm 
might come to him from it rather than there being any prospect of advantage to him from 
it, takes an immediate and certainly intellectual interest in the beauty of nature. I.e., not 
only the form of its product but also its existence pleases him (Kant, 2000, 178-79). 
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In other words, the existence of a beautiful landscape may be interesting, but our interest or 

desire for its existence cannot form the basis for our judging it beautiful. Since our judgments are 

subjective, they cannot be grounded in any objective property of things, or even our desire for 

the existence of those things. So while the ground of our aesthetic judgments must be 

disinterested and non-cognitive, taking an intellectual (i.e., cognitive) interest in the existence of 

natural beauty is thereafter conducive to morality. 

        Note also that Kant emphasizes that one primarily considers the beautiful shape or form of a 

natural object, rather than what one knows about it. Here the combination of disinterestedness 

and non-cognitivism in Kant’s theory result in a kind of aesthetic formalism, where one attends 

to the shapes, colors, lines, or textures of an object. That is, for aesthetic appreciation to be 

disinterested, what kind of wildflower, bird, or insect we consider should not form the basis of a 

judgment of taste. For Kant, judgments of taste are reflective judgments: they are never made 

according to concepts, thus little is left to appreciate other than the object’s formal qualities. As 

we will see, this is the exact opposite of contemporary cognitvism in aesthetics, what Kant would 

call determinative judgment (Kant, 2000). But again, while knowledge should not form the basis 

of a judgment of taste, the object may produce an intellectual or cognitive interest that goes 

beyond its mere form.  

        As in judgments of natural beauty, there is also a moral component in judging the sublime. 

Kant distinguishes between the mathematically and the dynamically sublime. Where the former 

has to do nature’s overwhelming size, in the latter we are overwhelmed by its power.  

Bold, overhanging, as it were threatening cliffs, thunder clouds towering up into the 
heavens, bringing with them flashes of lightning and crashes of thunder, volcanoes with 
their all-destroying violence, hurricanes with the devastation they leave behind, the 
boundless ocean set into a rage, a lofty waterfall on a mighty river, etc., make our 
capacity to resist into an insignificant trifle in comparison with their power. But the sight 
of them only becomes all the more attractive the more fearful it is, as long as we find 
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ourselves in safety, and we gladly call these objects sublime because they elevate the 
strength of our soul above its usual level, and allow us to discover within ourselves a 
capacity for resistance of quite another kind, which gives us the courage to measure 
ourselves against the apparent all-powerfulness of nature (Kant, 2000, 144-5). 
 

Much in the same way taking an interest in the beauty of nature for its own sake is conducive to 

morality, the experience of the size and power of sublime nature puts us in our place, so to speak, 

which has a humbling effect akin to respect (Kant, 2000, 140). And the negative elements of the 

sublime such as fear and terror are combined with the pleasure we feel in recognizing our own 

capacity for rationality. So when we feel puny in comparison to sublime nature, there is some 

compensation in realizing our capacity for understanding it. And as indicated in the above 

passage, the degree of fear we experience in the sublime is proportionate to the pleasure we 

enjoy—the more terrible it is, the more we are drawn to it. The enduring lesson we should learn 

from Kant’s nature aesthetics, however, is that nature is not primarily a resource for our aesthetic 

enjoyment, our moral development, or even our intellectual curiosity, though it often gives rise 

to these other kinds of pleasure.  

 

Nature as Picturesque 

        After Kant, philosophical nature aesthetics went into a relatively dormant period. Perhaps at 

this nothing was left to be said about natural beauty, at least by philosophers. But a growing 

interest in the picturesque as an aesthetic concept began to emerge among British tourists in the 

late eighteenth century. Before then excursions into the wilderness were often dangerous and 

only embarked upon out of necessity, where after they became an enjoyable leisure pastime. As 

an aesthetic concept, the picturesque filled the gap between the beautiful and the sublime (if 

there ever was a sharp distinction between the two) by combining the often contrasting elements 

of each into a composed, dynamic, literally picture-like whole. Writers such as William Gilpin, 
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Uvedale Price, and Richard Payne Knight celebrated picturesque nature tourism and contributed 

to a growing class of nature enthusiasts who found their aesthetic ideals in places like the English 

Lake District and the Swiss Alps.  

        One of the enduring conveniences of the picturesque mode of aesthetic appreciation is its 

ability to reduce nature into “views” or “scenes.” Perhaps this was inevitable. Sublime nature by 

definition could not be “framed” into picture-like scenes, which made aesthetic appreciation too 

difficult for a leisurely tourist class, what one author called “the scenery cult” (Rees, 1975). And 

framing nature, which is necessary for picturesque aesthetic appreciation, also yielded more 

formal aesthetic qualities, in this case, qualities that are the product of composition. No other 

framing device exemplified the enthusiasm for the picturesque than the “Claude-glass.” Named 

after landscape painter Claude Lorrain, the Claude-glass was a tinted convex mirror, analogous 

to a modern day camera viewfinder, that tourists in the field could employ to frame nature into 

“the finished picture, in highest coloring, and just perspective” (Odgen, 1974, 66-7). The 

tradition of aesthetically appreciating nature as if it were art had begun. 

        In particular, the picturesque mode of appreciation viewed nature as if it were a framed 

landscape painting. Artists such as Salvator Rosa and Claude Lorrain were popular at the time, 

but many landscape painters did not actually set up easels and paint from nature in the field. At 

the advent of the era of romanticism, an era fascinated with imagination, many of these artists 

painted landscapes that before had only existed as images in their minds. Thus the landscape (or 

the idea of the landscape) was invented, rather than discovered, and aesthetic appreciation of 

nature was derivative of art, or so art historian Ernst Gombrich argued (1966). In “The 

Renaissance Theory of Art and the Rise of Landscape,” Gombrich refers to a Lake District 

guidebook that invites tourists to experience “the delicate touches of Claude, verified at Coniston 
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Lake, to the noble senses of Poussin, exhibited at Windermere Water, and from that to the 

stupendous romantic ideas of Salvator Rosa, realized in the Lake of Derwent” (1966, 120).   

        But painting was certainly not the only artistic medium celebrating natural beauty at this 

time; and the arts in general were becoming more unified. As one historian puts it: 

The relation of all the arts to one another, through the pictorial appreciation of nature, 
was so close to poetry, painting, gardening, architecture and the art of travel may be said 
to have been fused into a single “art of landscape.” The combination might be termed 
“The Picturesque” (Hussey, 1927, 4). 
 

So the picturesque mode of aesthetic appreciation was transformed into a cultural movement 

including all of the arts. Poets and other artists drew on the popularity of visual representations 

of nature and offered elaborate pictorial descriptions in various media. The picturesque tradition 

still influences our perceptions of nature to this day, as we see in picture postcards, landscape 

photography, scenic viewpoints in national parks, travel videos, and eco-tourism. Indeed, the 

entire modern outdoor recreation industry has its roots in the picturesque tradition. But is the 

picturesque the correct or appropriate way to aesthetically appreciate nature? If not, why are we 

still mired in a late eighteenth to early nineteenth century mode of appreciation?  

        One reason why the picturesque continues to be so influential is that most of nineteenth 

century aesthetic theory was exclusively focused on art. There simply wasn’t any theory in 

nature aesthetics strong enough to replace the picturesque as the dominant aesthetic paradigm. 

The continued unification of the arts might also explain why nature aesthetic went into decline 

during the nineteenth century in Europe. Oskar Kristeller called this unification “The Modern 

System of the Arts,” which included “the five major arts of painting, sculpture, architecture, 

music, and poetry” (Kristeller, 1978, 496). By definition, the modern system that emerged in the 

early nineteenth century excluded the minor arts of gardening, engraving, dance, theater, opera, 

and literature (Kristeller, 496). Thus the modern system drew a distinction between “high” and 
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“low” art, and art for its own sake came into vogue. At the same time G.W.F. Hegel argued that 

art, not nature, was the ideal manifestation of absolute spirit, and Hegel had many devout 

followers (Hegel, 1975).  

 

Nature Aesthetics and the Seeds of American Environmentalism 

        In the United States, however, new attitudes toward nature began to emerge in the 

nineteenth century. Thomas Cole founded the Hudson River School of landscape painting, taking 

his inspiration from European masters and a new breed of nature writers such as Henry David 

Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson. Rather than fantasize about imagined natural landscapes, 

these artists documented actual landscapes and elaborated on their relationship to the land itself. 

These attitudes fostered a growing concern with how humans were treating nature, as a growing 

naturalist and scientific community began to shape aesthetic attitudes toward nature. One of the 

leading figures in this shift away from a human-centered picturesque tradition was geographer 

George Perkins Marsh. Marsh thought that human intervention in the landscape caused a 

destruction of natural beauty such that humanity was “the great disturber of nature’s harmonies” 

(Marsh, 1965, 8-9). One of the consequences of such a view was that nature undisturbed, in 

Marsh’s words, “enchants every eye” (1965, 9). In other words, disturbing nature destroys 

natural beauty. Thus the conceptual and aesthetic framework for what we now call 

environmentalism was in place.  

        The attitude toward nature that Marsh initiated found its most ardent defender in naturalist 

John Muir. In Muir’s classic, “A Near View of the High Sierra,” the author offers detailed 

naturalist descriptions of the landscape in contrast to his two artist companions, who only see 

nature as scenery. Consistent with Marsh’s attitude that human intrusion causes a destruction of 
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natural beauty, Muir sees nothing in undisturbed nature as ugly. Before Muir, Emerson and 

Thoreau took a similar approach, and found beauty in natural things that were previously thought 

distasteful. For example, Emerson wrote that “even the corpse has its own beauty” (Emerson, 

1849, 4). And in Walking, Thoreau wrote:  

you may think me perverse, if it were proposed to me to dwell in the neighborhood of the 
most beautiful garden that ever human art contrived, or else of a Dismal Swamp, I should 
certainly decide for the swamp…My spirits infallibly rise in proportion to the outward 
dreariness. Give me the ocean, the desert, or the wilderness! (1862). 
 

To take aesthetic pleasure in what would otherwise be considered ugly, Muir invoked the 

sublime as well by responding to an earthquake in the Yosemite Valley as “a terrible sublime and 

beautiful spectacle” (Muir, 1954, 166-67). Many of these responses are indicative of what is 

often called positive aesthetics. I address positive aesthetics in more detail in chapter 5, but here 

it will suffice to say that positive aesthetics is an example of the lengths nature aesthetes will go 

to in the service of preserving the current aesthetic paradigm. Just as the defenders of religion-

based nature aesthetics struggled to explain away imperfections in the Creation, so too does the 

defender of science-based nature aesthetics struggle to explain away the ugly bits of pristine 

nature.  

 

Twentieth Century Nature Aesthetics 

        Despite the growth of new attitudes toward nature and its aesthetic value in the nineteenth 

century, nature aesthetics as a philosophical topic remained dormant for most of the twentieth 

century. There were at least three important exceptions, however. In “Nature as Aesthetic 

Norm,” Arthur Lovejoy catalogues at least eighteen different senses of how the term “nature” 

has been used or referred to in aesthetic contexts throughout history (Lovejoy, 1927). Lovejoy’s 

list not only illustrates the vagueness and ambiguity of the term, but also demonstrates how our 
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aesthetic concepts of nature have changed over the years. John Dewey’s contribution in Art as 

Experience (1934) also has contemporary relevance insofar as it laid the groundwork for what is 

called the engagement model of aesthetic appreciation. Dewey advocated the idea that one 

should entirely immerse oneself in the aesthetic experience as a “live creature,” that is, as 

continuous with lived experience in general (Dewey, 1934, 3). Needless to say, such a view is 

the antithesis of the notion of disinterestedness. George Santayana was the first to explicitly 

address what is now called the framing problem in contemporary nature aesthetics: the question 

of what to aesthetically focus on amidst the framelessness of a natural environment. 

The natural landscape is an indeterminate object; it almost always contains enough 
diversity to allow the eye a great liberty in selecting, emphasizing, and grouping its 
elements, and it is furthermore rich in suggestion and in vague emotional stimulus…The 
promiscuous landscape cannot be enjoyed in any other way. It has no real unity, and 
therefore requires to have some form or other supplied by the fancy.... In fact, 
psychologically speaking, there is no such thing as a landscape; what we call such is an 
infinity of different scraps and glimpses given in succession (Santayana, 1955, 83-84). 
 

Note the similarities between Santayana’s remarks and some of the elements of the new 

paradigm in ecology spelled out in chapter one. I address the framing problem and its relation to 

contemporary ecology in chapter 5. For now we should also note, however, that the framing 

problem as Santayana describes it is nothing new to nature aesthetics. Remember that the 

sublime and the picturesque both attempted to deal with the boundlessness of nature, with 

varying degrees of success. 

        Other than these three important exceptions, most twentieth century aestheticians were 

engaged in debates over various philosophical definitions of art. Nature was simply not a topic of 

discussion in these debates, or any other debates in aesthetics during this time. The aesthetic 

definition of art, for example, was outlined in Monroe Beardsley’s classic, Aesthetics: Problems 

in the Philosophy of Criticism (1958). At the time Beardsley’s work was the standard text in 
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most aesthetics courses, and we can see that even in the title, aesthetics is defined as a field 

exclusively dedicated to philosophical art criticism. Since nature was not a product of artistic 

creation, or could not be “read” as if it were a linguistic expression to be analyzed, it simply 

wasn’t considered a relevant topic in aesthetics.  

        Although nature wasn’t considered a topic of aesthetic debate, some of the concepts 

employed in the philosophy and aesthetics of art at this time later prompted reactions in 

contemporary nature aesthetics, namely, disinterestedness and formalism. Both of these concepts 

were taken to their extreme when re-introduced in the early twentieth century. For example, in 

“Psychical Distance as a Factor in Art and an Aesthetic Principle,” Edward Bullough describes 

“distance” as “obtained by separating the object and its appeal from one’s own self, by putting it 

out of gear with practical needs and ends” (Bullough, 2008, 245). He further recommends that 

“by permitting only such reactions on our part as emphasize the ‘objective’ features of the 

experience, and by interpreting even our ‘subjective’ affections not as modes of our being but 

rather as characteristics of the phenomenon” (Bullough, 2008, 245). While distancing is very 

similar to the eighteenth century notion of disinterestedness, Bullough’s emphasis on objectivity 

makes it much different. It seems distancing can only apply to artworks, since artworks have 

determinate characteristics that can be considered objective, or as inhering in the object. The 

notions of distancing and disinterestedness in twentieth century aesthetics of art forced the 

viewer to set aside just about everything and focus only on formal qualities. 

        An extreme version of formalism also emerged in the early twentieth century: the theory of 

“significant form” in Clive Bell’s Art (1913). Bell argued that “significant form is the essential 

quality in a work of art,” and “by significant form I mean arrangements and combinations that 

move us in a particular way” (Bell, 1913, 264). At the heart of Bell’s theory is the notion that 
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arrangements of forms—shapes, colors, lines, and textures—move us emotionally in particular 

ways, ways he agrees that are mysterious. Thus emotions are not ruled out in Bell’s theory, 

though knowledge is. Discerning the meaning or representational value of a work of art, for Bell, 

is a cognitive affair, one that is not directly associated with the sensory and emotional elements 

constitutive of appreciation of significant form. In short, for Bell, knowledge of art is irrelevant 

in aesthetic judgment. 

        Not surprisingly, these extreme views provoked equally extreme reactions. In reaction to the 

extreme formalism espoused by Bell, Arthur Danto (1964) and George Dickie (1974) argued that 

an artwork is defined in terms of how it is situated in the institution of art—the artworld—which 

meant that to properly judge a work of art as a work of art, one must know something about its 

history and the theory behind it (Danto, 1964). For example, Danto argues that knowledge is 

required to discern the difference between two formally identical Brillo boxes: one an ordinary 

grocery store Brillo box, another Andy Warhol’s Brillo box. 

What in the end makes the difference between a Brillo box and a work of art consisting 
of a Brillo box is a certain theory of art. It is the theory that takes it up into the world of 
art, and keeps it from collapsing into the real object which it is. Of course, without the 
theory, one is unlikely to see it as art, and in order to see it as part of the artworld, one 
must have mastered a good deal of artistic theory as well as considerable amount of the 
history of recent New York painting (Danto, 1964, 582).  
 

Of course, the role of knowledge in Danto’s theory only applied to discerning art from non-art, 

and therefore was a theory in the philosophy of art rather than aesthetics. Danto’s emphasis on 

the role of knowledge was so influential, however, that cognitivist theories in the aesthetics of art 

were soon to follow. But nature aesthetics wouldn’t re-enter the mainstream until the publication 

of a groundbreaking article: Ronald Hepburn’s “Contemporary Aesthetics and the Neglect of 

Natural Beauty” (1966). 
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Contemporary Environmental Aesthetics 

        Hepburn’s essay was a catalyst for the re-emergence of nature aesthetics in a variety of 

ways. Most notably, it characterized the difficulty involved in aesthetic appreciation of frameless 

nature as an opportunity, rather than as a weakness. Most philosophers working in aesthetics 

prior to Hepburn’s essay were of the analytic tradition, and focused on providing necessary and 

sufficient conditions to define art. Thus as the definition of art became more and more narrow, so 

did art-centered aesthetics, which resulted in a neglect of nature aesthetics altogether. Hepburn 

argues that this neglect is bad. 

Bad because aesthetics is thereby steered off from examining an important and richly 
complex set of relevant data; and bad because when a set of human experiences is 
ignored in a theory relevant to them, they tend to be rendered less readily available as 
experiences (Hepburn, 1966, 45). 
 

Because nature didn’t neatly fit into the conventions and restrictions of aesthetic appreciation 

and criticism of art, Hepburn argues, we were denying ourselves the opportunity to explore new 

and different modes of aesthetic appreciation. Pointing out important differences between 

aesthetic appreciation of nature and that of art, Hepburn shows how some of the neglect may be 

due to mere inconvenience. Consider how the doctrine of disinterestedness is much more 

palatable when it comes to art. When perusing a painting, for example, we are mere spectators, 

using only our eyes. When it comes to aesthetically appreciating frameless nature, however, we 

are participants, immersed in a multi-sensory ambient environment, which makes aesthetic 

appreciation of nature more difficult. But, to paraphrase naturalist Aldo Leopold, by making 

aesthetic appreciation of nature easy, we have made it trivial (Leopold, 1949, 210).  

        The neglect of natural beauty by contemporary aesthetics, according to Hepburn, also 

denies us the opportunity to employ knowledge of nature in aesthetic appreciation, particularly 
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scientific knowledge. This is one way to constrain aesthetic appreciation from becoming overly 

expansive, where the imagination runs wild. Consider the following passage.  

Suppose I am walking over a wide expanse of sand and mud. The quality of the scene is 
perhaps that of wild, glad emptiness. But suppose that I bring to bear upon the scene my 
knowledge that this is a tidal basin, the tide being out. The realization is not aesthetically 
irrelevant. I see myself now as virtually walking on what is for half the day sea-bed. The 
wild glad emptiness may be tempered by a disturbing weirdness (Hepburn, 1966, 50). 
 

In this example, note how knowledge can adapt to changes in the environment and thus 

transform one’s experience in light of those changes. This doesn’t happen often in the experience 

of static artworks like paintings, despite our knowledge of their history and theoretical 

background. Moreover, the wealth of aesthetically relevant knowledge from the natural sciences 

is vast, offering endless opportunities for cognitively rich aesthetic experiences.  

        Thus Hepburn’s essay made two important contributions to the future of contemporary 

nature aesthetics. First, it shows that the neglect of nature as an aesthetic subject denies us the 

possibility to explore new kinds of multi-sensory and participatory modes of aesthetic 

appreciation. Second, it shows that the role of knowledge can significantly deepen our aesthetic 

appreciation of nature. Hepburn’s first contribution is a reaction against the doctrine of 

disinterestedness, which formed the basis of one of two paradigms in contemporary nature 

aesthetics: the engagement paradigm. The second is a reaction to formalism, which formed the 

basis of the cognitive paradigm. Indeed, most theories in contemporary nature aesthetics fall 

under one of these two headings.  

        One exception to the bifurcation of contemporary nature aesthetics into the engagement and 

cognitive paradigms, however, warrants mentioning: evolutionary aesthetics or sociobiological 

nature aesthetics. Jay Appleton argued that the aesthetic evaluation of landscape in general was 

suffering in a “theoretical vacuum,” and proposed what he called the “prospect-refuge theory” 
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(Appleton, 1975a; 1975b). The prospect-refuge theory argues that we now find prospects (e.g.., 

scenic overlooks) and refuges (e.g., caves) aesthetically pleasing because in evolutionary history 

these locations provided us with protection from predators (Appleton, 1975a). In a similar vein, 

biologist E.O. Wilson argued in The Biophilia Hypothesis that humans have a built-in love for 

living nature, aesthetic appreciation being part of that hard-wired emotion (Kellert and Wilson, 

1993). There is a growing literature in this field, but it should not be confused with scientific 

cognitivism in nature aesthetics. Evolutionary aesthetics is a science of aesthetic appreciation, 

where scientific cognitivism is about the role of science in aesthetic appreciation. Moreover, 

evolutionary aesthetics presupposes that aesthetic appreciation of nature is both universal and 

innate, though there is some cultural influence of how we appreciate. On the other hand, 

scientific cognitivism is culturally driven altogether. Therefore, scientific cognitivism is more 

subject to radical changes in aesthetic appreciation when paradigm shifts occur. In chapter 5 I 

explore some of the changes scientific cognitivists must adapt to in light of the paradigm shift in 

late-twentieth century ecology.  

        In any case, here I only briefly mention those theories that are distinct models of aesthetic 

appreciation of nature that fall under the two paradigms, since many theories in contemporary 

nature aesthetics do in fact have much in common, and thus have only very subtle differences 

between them. Some of those differences I address in the next chapter.  

        The foremost proponent of the engagement paradigm is Arnold Berleant, who proposes 

what he calls “the aesthetics of engagement” (Berleant, 1992). Berleant’s engagement model is 

perhaps the strongest reaction to disinterestedness in both the aesthetics of nature and art, and 

emphasizes the aesthetic relevance of multi-sensory immersion in natural environments 

(Berleant, 1992). Emily Brady appeals to the role of imagination in aesthetic appreciation of 
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nature, arguing that, unlike art, natural environments offer opportunities for imaginative 

exploration and the amplification of symbolic qualities (Brady, 1998). Brady’s imagination 

model falls under the engagement model, and in some ways is derivative of Kant’s aesthetics, 

particularly Kant’s non-cognitivism. Noel Carroll proposes what he calls the “arousal model,” in 

which aesthetic appreciation of nature involves having appropriate emotional responses to 

particular environments (Carroll, 1993). Carroll’s view falls under the cognitive paradigm, since 

in his view emotional responses are kinds of cognitive judgments.  

        Stan Godlovitch’s “mystery model” appeals to the ineffability of our aesthetic responses to 

nature, and emphasizes the fundamental otherness and autonomy of nature apart from culture 

(Godlovitch, 1994). Thus Godlovitch’s view more likely falls under the engagement paradigm.  

Malcolm Budd and John Fisher advocate a “freedom and relativity model,” which is actually not 

a model at all (Budd, 2000; Fisher, 1998). Their view is that nature is entirely without frames, 

boundaries, and conventions, so one is free to aesthetically appreciate however one chooses—an 

extreme form of relativism leaning more toward the engagement paradigm than the cognitive 

paradigm. Finally, Allen Carlson’s “natural environmental model” entails that correct or 

appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature must be informed by scientific knowledge (Carlson, 

1979a). Carlson’s scientific cognitivism is by far the most dominant view in the cognitive 

paradigm, and has drawn the most criticism in contemporary nature aesthetics. In fact, other than 

Berleant’s engagement model, each of the distinct models mentioned here involves a critique of 

Carlson’s scientific cognitivism, which I address in the next chapter in more detail.  

        In this brief conceptual history, we have seen that throughout the history of nature 

aesthetics, tastes in landscape can change drastically. But the need to preserve our currently held 

aesthetic paradigms often prompts bold revisions to our conceptual frameworks. In this sense, 
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revolutions in aesthetics parallel (or prompt) the way revolutions occur in science, as we saw in 

the previous chapter. Next we look into how scientific knowledge functions in aesthetic 

appreciation of nature.   
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CHAPTER 4 

 
SCIENTIFIC COGNITIVISM IN CONTEMPORARY NATURE AESTHETICS 

Introduction 

        Here I provide an exposition of the thesis known as scientific cognitivism—the view that 

correct or appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature must be informed by scientific knowledge. 

I also examine an argument by analogy offered by the scientific cognitivist: just as knowledge of 

art history and art theory should inform aesthetic appreciation of art, knowledge of natural 

history and ecological theory should inform aesthetic appreciation of nature. Finally, I defend 

scientific cognitivism against various objections, and sketch my own view in the process. 

        Scientific cognitivism (sometimes called cognitive naturalism) in nature aesthetics is the 

view that correct or appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature must be informed by scientific 

knowledge. Though many other authors defend scientific cognitivism (Callicott, 1987; Rolston, 

1995; Saito, 1998a; Eaton, 1998; Parsons, 2002), the view is most thoroughly developed and 

defended by Allen Carlson in a series of articles collected in his Aesthetics and the Environment 

(2000). Here I focus on three of Carlson’s essays that are central to his defense of scientific 

cognitivism: “Appreciation and the Natural Environment” (1979a), “Nature, Aesthetic 

Judgments, and Objectivity” (1981), and “Appreciating Art and Appreciating Nature” (1986). In 

the following chapter I deal with two others: “Formal Qualities in the Natural Environment” 

(1979b), and “Nature and Positive Aesthetics” (Carlson 1984). Carlson first outlines his position 

in “Appreciation and the Natural Environment,” where he proposes a “natural environmental 

model” of aesthetic appreciation. In the second, he considers the view that aesthetic judgments 

about nature can be correct or incorrect, appropriate or inappropriate, true or false (1981). In the 
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third essay, Carlson compares aesthetic appreciation of artistic design with aesthetic appreciation 

of natural order (1986). I address each essay in turn. 

 

The Natural Environmental Model 

        Carlson begins “Appreciation and the Natural Environment” by posing two questions that 

highlight the differences between aesthetically appreciating artworks and aesthetically 

appreciating natural environments: the what question and the how question. With artworks we 

know what to appreciate. Paintings have frames, sculptures inhabit a determinate part of space, 

and musical pieces have beginnings and endings. The spatial and temporal parameters of 

artworks, then, provide limits and emphases, so one knows what to focus on when aesthetically 

appreciating art.  

        Natural environments, on the other hand, don’t afford us this luxury. They are spatially 

indeterminate and temporally indistinct. And when we don’t know what the appropriate 

boundaries for aesthetic appreciation are, knowing what to focus on seems impossible. We need 

a sufficient answer to the what question, since aesthetically appreciating everything in a spatially 

and temporally boundless natural environment is impossible. Yet answers to the question of what 

nature is may be dependent upon how we frame or describe natural environments. Thus, the what 

question is directly related to the framing problem in contemporary nature aesthetics.  

        The question of how we should appreciate is also much easier to answer when considering 

artworks rather than natural environments. Carlson refers to Paul Ziff’s notion of “acts of 

aspection,” which are different methods of aesthetic appreciation geared toward different types 

of artworks. “I survey a Tintoretto, while I scan an H. Bosch. Thus I step back to look at the 

Tintoretto, up to look at the Bosch. Different actions are involved” (Ziff, 1966, 71). The second 
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question follows from the first: if we can somehow determine what the object of appreciation is, 

then presumably we will know how to aesthetically appreciate it. That is, the object will guide us 

in the appreciative act. But the object alone cannot determine the proper mode of appreciation, 

according to Ziff. We must also know something about its history and the context of its 

production.   

Generally speaking, a different act of aspection is performed in connection with works 
belonging to different schools of art, which is why the classification of style is of the 
essence. Venetian paintings lend themselves to an act of aspection involving attention to 
balanced masses: contours are of no importance, for they are scarcely to be found. The 
Florentine school demands attention to contours, the linear style predominates.  Look for 
light in a Claude, for color in a Bonnard, for contoured volume in a Signorelli (Ziff, 1966, 
71). 
 

Note here that each of the formal qualities Ziff refers to—shapes, lines, and colors—are relative 

to a particular style, and that we must have knowledge of that style to know how to appreciate 

each work accordingly. So knowledge of the conventions typical of each art historical period is 

necessary to know how to aesthetically appreciate the work.  

        When it comes to the question of how to aesthetically appreciate natural environments, 

however, there are no styles or conventions to refer to. And there are many different bodies of 

knowledge that may provide us with information that is relevant to aesthetic appreciation of 

nature. So which one is correct? The how question is sometimes referred to as the question of 

aesthetic relevance, first posed by Jerome Stolnitz in Aesthetics and the Philosophy of Art 

Criticism (1960). “Is it ever ‘relevant’ to aesthetic experience to have thoughts or images or bits 

of knowledge which are not present within the object itself” (Stolnitz, 1960, 53)? To know how 

to appreciate natural environments, then, we need to discern what bits of knowledge are 

aesthetically relevant from those that are not. 
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        In an attempt to provide answers to the what and how questions, Carlson tests the thesis that 

nature should be appreciated as if it were art. He does so by reviewing two artistic models for the 

aesthetic appreciation of nature: the object model and the landscape model. In the object model, 

we aesthetically appreciate a natural object, like a piece of driftwood, as we would a non-

representational sculpture (Carlson, 1979a, 42). We can either remove the object from its 

surroundings or leave it where it is. In the former case, the what and how questions are easily 

answered: we focus on the object and appreciate it as we would a sculpture. In the latter, the two 

questions are not easily answered, because when we leave a natural object in its surroundings, 

Carlson argues, the object takes on different aesthetic qualities that are related to its surroundings 

in an “organic unity” (1979a, 44). Suddenly, what we are appreciating is not just the object, but 

the object in a boundless natural environment; and if we can’t determine what to appreciate in a 

boundless natural environment, we can’t determine how to either. Thus the object model fails as 

an artistic model of aesthetic appreciation of nature.  

        The landscape model has historical roots in the picturesque tradition, where one 

aesthetically appreciates nature as if it were a landscape painting. In this mode of appreciation, 

Carlson argues, we impose artificial boundaries on nature to derive (rather than discover) 

aesthetic qualities, primarily formal aesthetic qualities. In doing so, we compose or create 

picture-like scenes or views that highlight shapes, lines, colors, and textures. And since we 

compose the framed view of nature in this model, we can also properly distance ourselves from it 

in the process. Thus the landscape model provides simple answers to the what and how 

questions. We impose an artificial frame onto nature, so we know what to focus on, and derive 

formal aesthetic qualities from our picturesque composition. 
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        At first glance the landscape model may seem appropriate, but it isn’t. It fails as an 

appropriate model of aesthetic appreciation of nature for two reasons. First, it sacrifices an 

accurate answer to the what question to provide a convenient answer to the how question. 

Obviously, nature isn’t art, but the convenience of applying formalist art conventions is so 

simple and straightforward that it is irresistible. Second, because answers to the how question 

follow from answers to the what question, Carlson argues, disinterested formalist aesthetic 

appreciation neglects nature’s aesthetic qualities that are not derivative of composed, picture-like 

views (1979a, 46).   

       In light of the failure of both artistic models, Carlson proposes a “natural environmental 

model” for the aesthetic appreciation of nature (1979a, 47). Both the object model and the 

landscape model fail to appreciate nature as natural and as an environment. “When we 

conceptualize the natural environment as ‘nature’ I think we are tempted to think of it as an 

object. When we conceptualize it as ‘landscape’ we are certainly led to thinking of it as scenery” 

(Carlson, 1979a, 47). Carlson’s remarks here are surely right, and they highlight the notion that 

how we conceive of nature is a precondition for how we aesthetically appreciate it. In other 

words, answers to the what question are dependent upon how we conceptualize nature—only 

then are we in a position to answer the question of how to appropriately appreciate it from an 

aesthetic point of view.  

        By emphasizing the natural-ness of the natural environment, Carlson’s model distinguishes 

itself from the idea that nature should be aesthetically appreciated as if it were art. Nature isn’t 

art, and shouldn’t be appreciated as such. This point is so obvious it hardly seems worth 

mentioning, but looking back to the history of nature aesthetics, it is actually a groundbreaking 

idea. Severing the ties between aesthetic appreciation of art and that of nature hadn’t been done 
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before. In the past, appropriating the conventions of art for aesthetic appreciation of nature was 

just too easy.  

        Conceiving of nature as an environment, rather than as a scene, makes the what question 

and the framing problem all the more salient. But by abandoning the conventions inherent in 

landscape painting, knowing how to appreciate frameless natural environments is even more 

problematic. The main difference is that we look at a scene, where we are in an environment. By 

viewing nature as scenery we reduce it to a two-dimensional picture plane. But natural 

environments are three-dimensional. Even if we conceive of a natural environment as three-

dimensional surroundings, there is a tendency to think of those surroundings as a background 

setting. For appreciation of a natural environment to be aesthetic, Carlson argues, “we must 

experience it not as unobtrusive background, but as obtrusive foreground” (Carlson, 1979a, 48). 

That is, as we move in and through an ambient natural environment, we must experience and 

appreciate it with all of our senses. We must be an active participant, rather than a passive 

spectator.  

        Aesthetically appreciating a natural environment this way, however, may result in what 

William James called a “blooming, buzzing confusion,” in which we are flooded with a 

disorienting array of sensations (James, 1983, 462). Such confusion prevents us from making 

sense of what we are appreciating, and how to appreciate it aesthetically. Thus the demands of 

the natural environmental model can be burdensome. The conventions of art can’t help us 

appreciate nature as nature, so we don’t know what to focus on; and the deluge of multisensory 

information yielded by three-dimensional natural environments is unintelligible, making 

aesthetic appreciation impossible.  

        Carlson offers a solution by drawing an analogy with aesthetic appreciation of art.  
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…the relevant knowledge is the common-sense/scientific knowledge that we have 
discovered about the environment in question. This knowledge gives us the appropriate 
foci of aesthetic significance and the appropriate boundaries of the setting so that our 
experience becomes one of aesthetic appreciation… If to aesthetically appreciate art we 
must have knowledge of artistic traditions and styles within those traditions, to 
aesthetically appreciate nature we must have knowledge of the different environments of 
nature and of the systems and elements within those environments (Carlson, 1979a, 50, 
emphasis added). 
 

In other words, since science makes nature intelligible, it provides us with the necessary limits 

and emphases that make appropriate aesthetic appreciation of natural environments possible. For 

the non-cognitivist, what is unintelligible is still eligible for aesthetic appreciation, since 

everything is subject to aesthetic appreciation. For the scientific cognitivist, however, what is 

unintelligible is not eligible for appropriate aesthetic appreciation. Once scientific knowledge 

establishes the appropriate context for appreciation, it then focuses our attention on what is 

aesthetically relevant. Thus when we know what the boundaries for appreciation are, we know 

what to focus on within those boundaries, and the what question is answered. 

        But Carlson also argues that we recognize and distinguish “natural foci appropriate to the 

particular environment we are appreciating” (1979a, 50, emphasis added). That is, we discover 

foci that pre-exist in nature. This raises an important question. Does our scientific knowledge of 

an environment discover or create the appropriate boundaries of appreciation and the particular 

foci of aesthetic significance? Put differently, does scientific knowledge reveal or impose frames 

and foci for aesthetic appreciation of nature? Are frames and foci natural or artificial? I return to 

this point later.    

        Whether frames and foci are discovered or created, the how question follows from the what 

question, and Carlson argues that scientific knowledge will guide us in selecting the acts of 

aspection that are appropriate to that type of natural environment.  
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Consider different natural environments. It seems that we must survey a prairie 
environment, looking at the subtle contours of the land, feeling the wind blowing across 
the open space, and smelling the mix of prairie grasses and flowers. But such an act of 
aspection has little place in a dense forest environment. Here we must examine and 
scrutinize, inspecting the detail of the forest floor, listening carefully for the sounds of 
birds, and smelling carefully for the scent of spruce and pine...as in the case of what to 
appreciate, our knowledge of the environment in question indicates how to appreciate—
that is, indicates the appropriate act of aspection (Carlson, 1979a, 50-1). 
 

Note here that it is our knowledge of the environment in question that indicates how to 

appreciate, not the environment itself, since our knowledge of the environment is not present in 

the environment. We are not guided by the environment, or by objects in that environment, but 

are guided by our knowledge of that environment. Thus for Carlson, the how question, the 

question of aesthetic relevance, is answered in the following way: the bits of knowledge which 

are not present in the object itself, but are relevant to aesthetic appreciation, are those provided 

by science. Note, however, that this may be true whether frames and foci of aesthetic relevance 

are naturally discovered or artificially created.  

        More importantly, scientific knowledge is not only relevant in Carlson’s natural 

environmental model, but necessary. Otherwise, we aren’t recognizing the natural environment 

as natural, and as an environment. For Carlson, we need “to make that recognition central to our 

aesthetic appreciation. Thereby we will aesthetically appreciate nature for what it is and for the 

qualities it has” (1979a, 51). As such, scientific cognitivism is a normative thesis: in appropriate 

aesthetic appreciation, we ought to consider nature as it is, as nature, and “on its own terms” 

(Budd, 1996; Saito, 1998a).  

        Given a literal interpretation of the normative thesis presented by Carlson, there is a way 

nature is, which we discover through science, and scientific knowledge indicates how to 

appreciate nature. So to aesthetically appreciate nature for what it is and the qualities it has, 

frames and foci must be discovered rather than created. Otherwise we are only appreciating what 
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we have artificially imposed upon nature, so the imposition of artificial frames and foci seems to 

go against the normative thesis. But it may only be the case that arbitrary framing precludes the 

normative thesis, as we saw in the picturesque tradition. However, though Carlson seems to think 

that frames and foci in nature are discovered via scientific knowledge, scientific knowledge itself 

is not in nature. Scientific knowledge is a product of culture, not nature. But this point doesn’t 

threaten the normative aspect of scientific cognitivism. Even if scientific knowledge is a cultural 

construction, the normative thesis still holds as long as science reveals nature for what it is and 

the qualities it has. So what exactly does correct aesthetic appreciation of nature entail?   

 

Correct Aesthetic Appreciation of Nature 

        In “Nature, Aesthetic Judgment, and Objectivity,” Carlson considers “the view that some 

aesthetic judgments about nature and natural objects (e.g., ‘The Grand Tetons are majestic’) are 

appropriate, correct, or perhaps simply true: while others (e.g., ‘The Grand Tetons are dumpy’) 

are inappropriate, incorrect, or perhaps simply false” (Carlson, 1981, 54). In this essay Carlson 

builds upon the normative element of scientific cognitivism and seeks to carve out a place for its 

justification. To justify the claim that aesthetic judgments regarding nature can be true or false 

seems difficult to say the least, but the method Carlson adopts has already seen success in the 

aesthetics of art: Kendall Walton’s “Categories of Art” (1970). Walton argues that artworks 

should be appreciated under their correct categories (e.g., style, genre, etc.), and the correct 

categories are established according to a cultural account of art historical knowledge. “A 

category is well established in and recognized by a society in which it was produced” (Walton, 

1970, 355). This does entail, however, that the correctness of the aesthetic judgment, “Guernica 

is awkward” is relative to whether we appreciate it as a cubist painting or as an impressionist 
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painting (Walton, 1970, 334-67). Walton calls this the category-relative interpretation, which 

doesn’t allow aesthetic judgments to be mistaken enough. For example, we could appreciate 

Guernica as awkward under the category of impressionist painting, and we would be correct. But 

Guernica is not awkward. We are simply appreciating under an incorrect category, though our 

judgments relative to that incorrect category are technically correct. In short, under the category-

relative interpretation, we can’t be wrong. We should appreciate Guernica for what it is and the 

qualities it has, not for what it appears to be relative to different categories. Therefore, the 

aesthetic judgment that “Guernica is awkward” is incorrect, inappropriate, or false because we 

fail to appreciate it for what it is and the qualities it has under its correct category—the category 

of cubist painting. 

        While the category-relative interpretation will not work for aesthetic judgments about art, it 

is amenable to judgments regarding nature, according to Walton (1970, 355). Like an artwork 

about “whose origins we know absolutely nothing” (e.g., cave paintings, pictographs, 

Stonehenge, assuming these are artworks), nature has no correct or incorrect categories by which 

we can aesthetically judge it, so we can only attribute aesthetic qualities to it (Walton, 1970, 

365). And by attributing aesthetic qualities to nature (or an artwork we know nothing about) 

relative to any category, there are no objective standards to be met. According to Walton, two 

reasons why there are no correct categories for nature as there are for art are (1) artists intend for 

their works to be perceived in a certain way, and (2) the correct categories are “well established 

in and recognized by a society if the members of the society are familiar with works in that 

category” (1970, 355). The second reason has ties to the institutional theory of art we saw in 

chapter two (Dickie, 1974; Danto, 1964). 
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        Carlson thinks that scientific knowledge supplies the correct categories for aesthetic 

judgments regarding nature just as art historical knowledge does for art, thereby precluding the 

category-relative interpretation (1981, 62). The correct categories for nature, those supplied by 

the sciences, are culturally established and maintained in the same way categories of art are.  

In the manner in which a cultural account of the aesthetic requires knowledge of art 
history and art criticism to play an essential role in our aesthetic judgments about art, 
likewise a cultural account requires knowledge of natural history and natural science to 
play the same essential role in our aesthetic judgments about nature (Carlson, 1981, 68). 
 

To avoid the category-relative interpretation, Carlson points out that like art, science is a cultural 

enterprise, and the way the correct categories are maintained in both art and science is the same. 

Unlike art, however, nature is not created with an intention that it be perceived under an already 

culturally established category. To this challenge Carlson responds with a revealing question: 

because we do not produce natural objects, “why should we therefore not discover the correct 

categories for their perception” (1981, 64)?  

        This question points to Carlson’s realist tendencies regarding scientific knowledge, his 

tendency to think that there are scientific categories in nature for us to discover. But his defense 

of the realist notion that categories are discovered rather than created threatens the consistency of 

his argument. Obviously we discover, rather than create nature, but we create scientific theories 

and descriptions from what we discover in nature, and those are the correct categories for 

aesthetically judging nature. We should aesthetically judge nature for what it is and the qualities 

it has, but our knowledge of nature is contingent upon our scientific concepts and descriptions. If 

we did discover scientific categories, that would preclude the cultural account of the aesthetic 

Carlson says is required for members of a society to recognize and maintain those categories. So 

under the correct categories of nature, those that are culturally created and maintained, we can 

63 



 
 

 

 
aesthetically judge natural objects or environments correctly or incorrectly, and avoid the 

category-relative interpretation.  

        Consider the following example. Suppose we (wrongly) appreciate what is actually a whale 

as a fish and utter “that fish is clumsy.” In this case, the utterance is correct under the category-

relative interpretation, because whales as fish are clumsy. This shows why the category-relative 

interpretation doesn’t allow for us to be mistaken enough, because whales are not fish. Whales 

are mammals, so they should be aesthetically judged under the correct scientific category of 

mammals. Therefore, the utterance “that whale is graceful” would be correct, where “that whale 

is clumsy” would not, because whales as whales are graceful. In this way our aesthetic 

judgments regarding nature are objective, Carlson thinks, when we judge under the correct 

category of mammals. 

        Carlson says that those who deny that aesthetic judgments regarding nature can be objective 

“often hold some version of a subjectivist, a relativist, and/or a noncognitivist view” (1981, 54). 

But objectivity is not necessary to make correct aesthetic judgments regarding nature and does 

not preclude a scientific cognitivist account. For example, Carlson’s view may be better 

classified as an intersubjective cognitivist view, since the cultural account of the aesthetic he 

defends relies upon the scientific knowledge that is created and maintained by members of the 

society that recognize the correct categories. These kinds of judgments are still correct, because 

the categories are based on inter-subjective agreement, rather than correspondence to an 

objective, independent reality. A model of inter-subjectively correct aesthetic judgment, 

however, requires that the public be informed about current science. If the public’s scientific 

knowledge is outdated, the problem of the category-relative interpretation returns, where one 

wrongly appreciates nature as a machine or as an organism, as we saw in chapter 2. But nature is 
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not a machine, nature is not an organism. In fact, it’s not “really” even a system, though that is 

the dominant metaphor indicative of the current scientific paradigm. We could appreciate it as a 

machine or as an organism, and enjoy the qualities relative to those paradigmatic metaphors, but 

we would be wrong. So our aesthetic judgments are either correct or incorrect according to the 

culturally dominant paradigm.  

        The reason why has to do with a fundamental difference is how we categorize nature versus 

art. The correct category for Guernica will probably always be cubism. But as we saw in chapter 

2, the correct categories for nature often change, where we re-describe nature in light of new 

discoveries and scientific paradigm shifts. For example, in biology, there used to be two 

kingdoms: plants and animals. Now there are five: protista, monera, plantae, animalia, and 

fungi. For example, relative to the old categories, mushrooms made for poor plants. This 

historical point doesn’t threaten the correctness of our aesthetic judgments regarding nature, 

however, leading to relativism. It only means that we should judge according to the currently 

correct scientific categories, which are created and maintained by a culture. We could enjoy 

nature’s aesthetic qualities relative to now outdated scientific paradigms, but in doing so our 

utterances would not be true or false, correct or incorrect, appropriate or inappropriate. However, 

in the past, when we judged whales as clumsy fish, we were correct, because then whales were 

categorized as fish. In short, objectivity or realism isn’t necessary for us to avoid relativism and 

make correct aesthetic judgments based on scientific knowledge.  

 

A Return to Natural Order         

         In “Appreciating Art and Appreciating Nature” (1986), Carlson explores the art/nature 

appreciation analogy most explicitly by comparing appreciation of design and order in art with 
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appreciation of design and order in nature. He begins by offering a definition of aesthetic 

appreciation.  

The concept of appreciation that can be coaxed from philosophical aesthetics, seemingly 
almost against its will, reveals appreciation as engaged mental and physical activity 
applicable to any object whatever, exceedingly responsive to that object, and guided 
almost exclusively by its nature (Carlson, 1986, 106). 
 

Two important points come to mind regarding this definition. First, in light of the previous 

section, note that Carlson uses aesthetic appreciation and aesthetic judgment interchangeably. 

So, just as one can aesthetically judge correctly or appropriately, a person may also aesthetically 

appreciate incorrectly or inappropriately. Second, note the use of the qualifier “almost” in this 

definition. Carlson crafts his definitions carefully, and in this one the qualification does some 

important work, forming the foundation for what follows in his essay. It allows for the inclusion 

of aesthetically relevant information not present in the object itself, but primarily we should be 

guided by the object and its qualities. Put differently, we should aesthetically appreciate nature 

for what it is and the qualities it has, though some information not present in nature—the 

information provided by science—is relevant in aesthetic appreciation.  

        This distinction between being guided by the object and being guided by information not in 

the object is one of the most important in Carlson’s repertoire—particularly regarding his notion 

of objectivity.  

to follow the lead of the object and be guided by it is to be ‘object-ively’ guided. This 
sense of objective is the most basic: it concerns the object and its 
properties…Appreciating objectively in this sense is appreciating the object as and for 
what it is and as and for the properties it has (Carlson, 1986, 106).   
 

Because there may be some debate about what kind of information not present in the object has 

aesthetic relevance, Carlson here shifts the focus back onto the object in the following way: the 

information not in the object that is relevant to aesthetic appreciation is scientific knowledge, and 
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scientific knowledge is discovered “object-ively.” Thus Carlson’s model of aesthetic 

appreciation in general is primarily, as he puts it, “object-orientated” (1986, 107).  

        The object-orientated model of aesthetic appreciation, Carlson thinks, “facilitates the 

constructive comparison of different kinds of appreciation, of art appreciation and nature 

appreciation, without the assimilation of one to the other” (1986, 107). Thus the nature of the 

object under consideration determines how to aesthetically appreciate it appropriately. In this 

way we won’t make the mistake of appreciating nature as art, like in the picturesque mode of 

appreciation. In what Carlson calls “design appreciation” of art, for example, we should 

aesthetically appreciate a work as designed by a designer. It exhibits qualities for our 

appreciation that are the result of an artist’s designing intention, so we should appreciate it 

accordingly. 

        But not all artworks can and should be appreciated according to the model of design 

appreciation, for some artworks are not the result of a pre-planned arrangement of design 

elements. So another model of aesthetic appreciation may be more appropriate, what Carlson 

calls “order appreciation” of art (1986, 109). Consider action painting. Jackson Pollock’s drip 

painting, One, for example, is not the result of a pre-planned design, but the result of how 

Pollock uses gravity, paint, canvas, and spontaneous gestures to create abstract patterns of color 

and texture. But the lack of design elements, randomness, and spontaneity involved in One does 

not make it unintelligible. According to Carlson, a description that illuminates an ordered pattern 

in One, makes it possible for us to aesthetically appreciate it appropriately. Because there are no 

design elements in One, such a description is necessary insofar as the description makes it 

intelligible, thereby making aesthetic appreciation possible.  
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As in design appreciation, in order appreciation awareness and understanding of the 
entities involved—the order, the forces that produce it, the story that illuminates it—and 
the interplay among them is essential, but the focus is switched from a designed object 
created by an artist to an ordered object selected by an appreciator (Carlson, 1986, 114).  
 

        The first of the three “entities” involved in order appreciation of art is an ordered pattern. 

But this ordered pattern may not be immediately visible or intelligible. So we must understand 

the forces that produced this order. In the case of One, the forces are those stemming from 

Pollock’s subconscious mind, which is typical of the abstract expressionist genre, especially 

action painting. However, even if we can detect an order, and know the forces that produced it, 

we still need a story that articulates these elements. Then, Carlson thinks, the appreciator “selects 

by means of a general account, a story, or a theory that helps to make the object appreciable” 

(1986, 114, emphasis added). The selection of the story or theory is the most significant aspect of 

order appreciation of art. That these are not designed artworks does not entail that there is not 

underlying story or theory involved in their production. In fact, these kinds of works rely more 

heavily upon their theoretical underpinnings than designed artworks do. So there are many 

stories and theories already present in the historical evolution of art that we may select from, 

some of them produced by the artists themselves. 

        After doing away with the notion of design appreciation of nature, which may only apply to 

a theistic religious framework in which God is the designer, Carlson then proposes what he calls 

order appreciation of nature. In doing so, he takes the form of order appreciation of art, which 

includes the three entities, then applies it to nature, thereby adding different content.  

Its content is as follows. First, the relevant order is that typically called the natural order. 
Second, since there is no artist, not even one assimilated to processes and materials, the 
relevant forces are the forces of nature: the geological, biological, and meteorological 
forces that produce the natural order…Third, the relevant account that makes the natural 
order visible and intelligible is, as noted, the story given by natural science…as well as 
the particular explanatory theories within these sciences…without such knowledge the 
biosphere may strike us as chaotic (Carlson, 1986, 120).  
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The most important difference between order appreciation of art and that of nature is that the 

stories and theories that illuminate natural order are constructed rather than selected. In order 

appreciation of art, the relevant stories and theories are part of the creation of the works, where 

“order appreciation [of nature] focuses on aesthetic qualities that result from applying an after-

the-fact story to a pre-existent object” (Carlson, 1986, 121). Here Carlson’s realist tendencies fall 

by the wayside and are replaced by a surprisingly robust cultural account of scientific 

knowledge—an account that emphasizes the aesthetic creation of scientific stories, descriptions, 

and theories that illuminate natural order.  

And although  such stories may differ, each (indeed this is much of the point of 
constructing them) illuminates nature as ordered—either by making its order visible and 
intelligible or by imposing an order on it…They illuminate nature as ordered and in doing 
so give it meaning, significance, and beauty—qualities that those who create the stories 
find aesthetically appealing…Moreover, the aesthetic qualities resulting from ordering 
nature in one way or another figure in the general attractiveness of one story as opposed 
to another (Carlson, 1986, 121).  
 

As should be evident from the comments I’ve offered thus far, here I couldn’t agree with Carlson 

more. But the account he offers here is not consistent with the realism he seems to defend in the 

essays I discussed earlier. Perhaps here he is simply developing the cultural account of 

knowledge that he adopts from Walton in more detail, where he earlier he emphasized 

objectivity, as in object-orientated aesthetic appreciation. Perhaps Carlson’s general defense of 

scientific cognitivism can be described in the following way: correct or appropriate aesthetic 

appreciation of nature must be informed by scientific knowledge, because scientific knowledge 

provides the necessary frames and foci for aesthetic appreciation of natural environments. 

Scientific knowledge is culturally and aesthetically constructed and maintained, thereby making 

both natural order and the story that illuminates it aesthetically appreciable. If we consider 

Carlson’s three essays as a whole, then this interpretation seems fair enough; though it could be 
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more consistent if only he replaced his emphasis on objectivity with inter-subjective agreement, 

and replaced his emphasis on realism with a cultural account of scientific knowledge. Now I turn 

to some objections to Carlson’s scientific cognitivism.          

                                                                                                                                                                                    

Scientific Cognitivism and its Discontents 

        In this section I defend Carlson’s version of scientific cognitivism against various 

objections, and continue to sketch my own view in the process. There are a variety of competing 

models of aesthetic appreciation of nature, most of them critical of Carlson’s scientific 

cognitivism in one way or another. Noel Carroll’s “arousal model,” for example, is one in which 

aesthetic appreciation is largely based on an emotional response, or “being moved by nature” 

(Carroll, 1993). While Carroll accepts Carlson’s general take, particularly the notion of correct 

aesthetic appreciation, he argues that just as science can fix the foci of aesthetic relevance, so can 

our emotional responses. For instance, the judgment “the Grand Tetons are dumpy” would be an 

inappropriate response, where “the Grand Tetons are majestic” would be correct or appropriate. 

Carroll argues that the cognitive component of our emotional responses (see the cognitive theory 

of emotions) is just as reliable as the scientific categories Carlson defends.  

My basic objection to Carlson is that emotional arousal in response to nature can be an 
appropriate form of nature appreciation and that the cognitive component of our 
emotional response does the job of fixing the aspects of nature that are relevant to 
appreciation. Here, I have been assuming that emotional arousal, though cognitive, need 
not rely on categories derived from science. But Carlson sometimes describes his 
preferred source of knowledge as issuing from common sense/science. So perhaps the 
way out of my objection is to say that with my cases of being moved by nature, the 
operative cognitions are rooted in commonsense knowledge of nature…And, perhaps 
even more clearly, we can be moved by nature where our cognitions do not mobilize the 
far more formal and recondite systemic knowledge found in natural history and science 
(Carroll, 1993, 253-4). 
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        While aesthetic appreciation may be multi-layered, and include emotional responses 

(however appropriate), the science-based view can account for both emotional and non-

emotional responses, where the arousal model cannot. The formal and recondite systemic 

knowledge found in science does not preclude emotional responses. It in fact forms the basis for 

such responses to be appropriate independent of others’ emotional responses in non-paradigm 

cases.  

        Stephanie Ross questions whether the kind of scientific knowledge required for appropriate 

aesthetic appreciation of nature results in a kind of scientific elitism. 

Most of his interpreters take Carlson to be saying that the scientific approach is 
obligatory if we want fully and correctly to appreciate the natural world. But problems 
arise given that scientific theories are both constantly evolving and fully known only to 
experts.…If such descriptions form the proper comparison class, then I have never truly 
appreciated the New England woods that I have walked through in any of the four 
seasons (Ross, 2005, 252-3). 
 

Unfortunately, Ross may never have truly appreciated the New England woods. But she should 

have, which is not to say that she doesn’t have access to some kind of privileged knowledge, it’s 

only to say that she could have appreciated the New England woods more deeply and 

meaningfully. For these reasons, the public’s knowledge of the scientific paradigm a particular 

theory is situated within is necessary, which makes scientific metaphors indispensible heuristic 

devices for the public’s understanding of current science. Otherwise, all we are left with are 

empty factual details which, as Ross suggests, are only fully known to experts. Thus, we ought to 

be familiar with how the metaphors that reflect the current paradigm put scientific facts and 

details within an intelligible framework that is easily accessible to non-experts.   

        Stan Godlovitch defends what has been called the “mystery model.” His view is that nature 

is fundamentally autonomous, so no cultural information whatsoever is appropriate or relevant in 

aesthetic appreciation (Godlovitch, 1994). Thus, science as a cultural project is ruled out, and we 
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should appreciate from an “acentric” point of view, which is to say that the beauty of nature is 

found in its mystery.  

[A] natural aesthetic must forswear the anthropocentric limits that fittingly define and 
dominate our aesthetic response to, and regard for, cultural objects…Science de-mystifies 
nature by categorizing, quantifying, and patterning it. Under those frameworks, science 
makes intelligible the nature it divides, conquers, and creates in theory. So, the object is 
still ours in a way; a complex artifact hewn out of the cryptic morass.…Science 
ultimately disappoints the acentrist because it offers us only a gallery of our own 
articulated images (Godlovitch, 1994, 109, 117).  
 

        Acentric aesthetics may be impossible, or at least renders the received view of the aesthetic 

incoherent, since aesthetic appreciation from no perspective doesn’t make sense. And while the 

source of aesthetic qualities and value may be grounded in a cultural practice (science), the 

location of aesthetic qualities and value is in natural environments (Callicott, 1989). Thus the 

object itself is “not ours,” only our descriptions of it are, which we use to understand and 

appreciate nature for what it is and the qualities it has. But even this won’t do for Godlovitch 

since he rejects the basic presupposition necessary for the possibility of science—intelligibility. 

For him, it would be better to remain mystified by nature than to make sense of it. Thus 

acentrism seems either impossible or advocates an attitude of willful ignorance in the service of 

aesthetic mystery.   

        Emily Brady defends the view that imagination, not scientific knowledge, guides our 

aesthetic appreciation of nature, which is to say that by drawing associations with other kinds of 

knowledge or understanding, appreciation is more creative and symbolically oriented.  

It strikes me as odd to claim that scientific knowledge is essential for appreciating nature 
aesthetically. Scientific knowledge may be a good starting point for appreciation 
characterized by curiosity, wonder, and awe, but is it necessary for perceiving aesthetic 
qualities? Counterexamples are not difficult to find. I can appreciate the perfect curve of 
a wave combined with the rushing white foam of the wave crashing on to sand without 
knowing how waves are caused. My judgment of the wave as spectacular and 
exhilarating can be dependent solely on an appreciation of perceptual qualities and any 
associations of feelings that give meaning to those qualities.…Scientific knowledge can 
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impede attention to these qualities, thus diverting aesthetic attention (Brady, 1998, 158-
9). 
 

        One certainly can appreciate aesthetic qualities independent of scientific knowledge and 

draw associations, but whether one should is another question. Because natural environments are 

indefinitely bounded, some reliable mechanism must be established to appreciate them for what 

they in fact are and the qualities they in fact have, not what we might imagine them to be. In this 

way scientific knowledge focuses, rather than distracts our attention to the object and its 

qualities. It seems more likely that we can be distracted by flights of the imagination than 

scientific knowledge.  

        Malcolm Budd argues against the notion of correct or appropriate aesthetic appreciation 

altogether, saying that nature, because it is so indefinitely bounded, resists categorization. In fact, 

all categorization of nature, according to Budd, is arbitrary, which is to say that by imposing 

frames on nature we are not appreciating it as nature. 

…not only is nature always changing but it has no optimal condition in which its 
aesthetic properties are manifest; and whereas certain observational manners and 
conditions are in general either privileged or ruled out for works of art, this is not so for 
natural things. Categories of nature do not function to partially determine the real 
aesthetic properties of natural items as categories of art do those of works of art. The 
aesthetic appreciation of nature is thereby endowed with a freedom denied to artistic 
appreciation.…If appropriate aesthetic appreciation is ‘that appreciation of an object 
which reveals what aesthetic qualities and value it has,’ then in general there is no such 
thing as the appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature. In the sense in which there is 
such a thing as the aesthetic qualities and value of a work of art, there is no such thing as 
the aesthetic qualities and value of nature (Budd, 2000, 155-6). 
 

        While scientific knowledge and the categories are supposedly objective, they are also 

general, fallible, and approximate, so there will always be exceptions and counterexamples in 

cases where the categories should be more precise. For this reason, one could distinguish 

between a realist notion of objectivity as knowledge corresponding to an independent reality, and 

intersubjective agreement or consensus regarding scientific knowledge and categories. Thus, 
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given the constant change of natural environments, in appropriate aesthetic appreciation, the 

aesthetic qualities of nature are those that we currently and intersubjectively agree upon. 

 

Conclusion 
 

        Each of these critics either rejects the notion of correct aesthetic appreciation in general, or 

takes issue with the idea of science as the paradigm of objective, value-free rationality, which 

may be rightly justified given the legacy of positivism and scientism. Fortunately, many of these 

worries about scientific cognitivism dissolve if we think of scientific knowledge as based upon 

inter-subjective agreement rather than correspondence to objective, independent reality. And the 

same holds true for Carlson’s defense of scientific cognitivism in general. Recognizing that we 

culturally create and maintain the scientific knowledge necessary to make nature intelligible, 

including the appropriate frames, foci, and categories that make our aesthetic judgments of 

nature correct, only strengthen the cognitivist’s defenses against external criticisms. There are, 

however, three problems that are internal to scientific cognitivism that emerge when considering 

what the contemporary paradigm in ecological science suggests: the framing problem, the fusion 

problem, and positive aesthetics. I turn to these problems in the following final chapter.       
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CHAPTER 5 

 
 AESTHETIC APPRECIATION OF A DISTURBING NATURE 

 
Introduction 

        Here I analyze three problems that contemporary ecology suggests for scientific cognitivism 

in nature aesthetics: the framing problem, the fusion problem, and positive aesthetics. First let’s 

review some of the central tenets of contemporary ecology. Recall that in chapter 2 we saw that 

in “The Shifting Paradigm in Ecology,” Pickett and Ostfeld outline six defining characteristics of 

natural systems: (1) natural systems are not closed, discrete objects; they are open systems, (2) 

natural systems are not self-regulating; they fluctuate in a state of non-equilibrium, (3) natural 

processes are directionless, (4) succession is not fixed, but irregular, (5) disturbances are not 

exceptional, but common and necessary, and (6) humans make up a fundamental component of 

ecological systems (1995, 263-265). The first characteristic presents a challenge in terms of the 

framing problem in nature aesthetics, characteristics two through five figure into questions 

regarding the fusion problem, and two and six present a challenge to positive aesthetics.  

        Recall also that contemporary “flux of nature” ecology posits ecosystems in which the 

landscape is described as a shifting mosaic. Note that the terms mosaic and landscape are both 

terms of art. The mosaic is comprised of patches—areas that are spatiotemporally non-distinct, 

and disturbances, such as floods, fires, and species invasions, which indicate underlying natural 

processes governing ecosystem functions in a state of dynamic non-equilibrium.  

 

 Flux and the Framing Problem 

        As seen earlier, the framing problem arises when comparing aesthetic appreciation of 

natural environments to appreciation of art. Paintings have frames, sculptures inhabit a 
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determinate part of space, and musical pieces have beginnings and endings. Unlike artworks, 

however, natural environments are not discrete objects, so, as Carlson shows, knowing what to 

focus on is problematic. This is especially true when considering how contemporary ecology 

describes the landscape as a shifting mosaic, comprised of dynamically changing patches.  

        Recall that in Carlson’s discussion of the what question, he concludes that scientific 

knowledge provides the limits and emphases on frameless natural environments that are 

necessary for appropriate aesthetic appreciation. So we must frame nature in some way. We 

simply cannot aesthetically appreciate everything in a natural environment. And if we don’t 

know what to focus on, or what the appropriate context for aesthetic appreciation is, we won’t 

know how to appreciate either. Thus, the question regarding framing is not whether to frame or 

not to frame, but how to frame appropriately, so we can aesthetically appreciate nature for what 

it is and the aesthetic qualities it has.  

        The best example of what Carlson thinks is inappropriate framing is given in his discussion 

of the landscape model. Recall Carlson’s discussion of the Claude-glass in that essay. By 

framing nature with the Claude-glass, one focuses only on “those qualities which play an 

essential role in representing a prospect: visual qualities related to coloration and overall design” 

(Carlson, 1979a, 45). Thus, the framing devices deployed in the landscape model yield only 

formal aesthetic qualities, such as shapes, colors, lines, and textures—those qualities that are the 

result of a composed view. Carlson deals with the framing problem most explicitly in “Formal 

Qualities in the Natural Environment” (1979b). Consider another example of framing he gives in 

that essay.  

Near Jasper, Alberta, Canada, there are six cabins with large windows overlooking a 
majestic, mountain-ringed lake. To one standing outside these cabins, the natural 
environment appears neither balanced nor unbalanced, neither unified nor chaotic. But to 
one sitting inside one of them across from a window, the view framed by the window is 
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striking in its balance and unity.... As the example shows, the natural environment itself 
only appears to have formal qualities when, in one way or another, a person imposes a 
frame upon it and thus formally composes the resultant view (Carlson, 1979b, 36). 

 
        I would call the kind of framing involved in the picturesque mode of appreciation arbitrary 

framing, which goes against the normative element of scientific cognitivism. As Carlson says, 

the landscape model “requires the appreciation of the environment not as what it is and with the 

qualities it has, but rather as something that it is not and with qualities it does not have” (1979a, 

47).  Dividing nature into scenes only yields formal qualities, such as shapes, lines, colors, and 

textures, and these are qualities that nature does not have, they are qualities that are only the 

result of an arbitrary sort of framing in which we derive qualities from our formal composition. 

Thus, we can draw a distinction between arbitrary and non-arbitrary framing, under which only 

the latter can satisfy the normative requirement necessary for correct or appropriate aesthetic 

appreciation of natural environments. But isn’t all framing arbitrary? Isn’t any imposition upon a 

frameless natural environment merely an artificial projection onto something that just isn’t there? 

Consider Nick Zangwill’s remarks in his “Formal Natural Beauty.” 

[W]ith a copse of trees, one is free to consider each tree in isolation, and also the whole 
aesthetic value of the combination of trees. But why assess the copse as a unit? Is this not 
arbitrary? What not assess the copse of trees plus the lake two hundred yards away? Why 
we select as a unit of evaluation in nature seems arbitrary—unlike our evaluation of art. 
So it might seem that the idea that nature possesses mind-independent aesthetic properties 
is rendered dubious (Zangwill, 2001, 121). 

 

        Zangwill is both a formalist and a realist, so he laments the notion that nature may not 

possess mind-independent aesthetic qualities, and concludes that all framing is arbitrary. His 

view is quite odd, precisely because formal qualities are often (if not exclusively) the result of 

arbitrary framing, as in the picturesque. Zangwill’s view notwithstanding, Carlson says that 

scientific knowledge provides the necessary frames and foci for appropriate aesthetic 
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appreciation of boundless natural environments, and does so in a non-arbitrary way. But exactly 

how this works is unclear in Carlson’s account. To clarify, another way of putting the 

arbitrary/non-arbitrary framing distinction is that the difference is between literal and 

metaphorical framing, or between physical and theoretical framing. Carlson’s window example 

and the Claude-glass earlier referred to are obvious examples of arbitrary, physical, literal 

framing. On those accounts, we are not appreciating nature for what it is and the qualities it has.  

        The problem contemporary ecology suggests for the framing problem is directly related to 

Carlson’s notion of framing via scientific knowledge, but makes it more precise. As we saw 

earlier, at some points Carlson seems to think that to frame via scientific knowledge is to frame 

in a non-arbitrary way. And it appears that Carlson thinks that framing via scientific knowledge 

is non-arbitrary because it is objective, in the sense that science discovers what is objectively real 

in nature. He even suggests that there are frames and foci in nature for us to discover. Most 

defenses of this kind of objectivity and realism also advocate the idea that scientific knowledge 

is literal, although it’s not clear whether Carlson holds this view. At other points, however, 

Carlson seems to advocate the idea that we engage in a kind of conceptual framing, where the 

relevant scientific knowledge not present in nature itself frames the content for our appreciation. 

These kinds of frames are much different than physical frames like the Claude-glass, windows, 

or a camera viewfinder. So it’s not clear whether or not Carlson thinks frames are discovered in 

nature or imposed onto nature by our scientific concepts.   

        In any case, it is clear that contemporary ecology employs conceptual metaphors to guide 

scientific practice, and those conceptual metaphors are necessary elements of the theory insofar 

as they make the flux of nature intelligible. Consider the shifting mosaic metaphor as a framing 

device. The notion of a shifting mosaic is imprecise in two ways. It is imprecise by definition, 
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and it is imprecise because it is metaphorical. But how precise should the frames be? Arbitrary, 

physical, literal frames like the Claude-glass may be perfectly precise, but they don’t yield any 

meaningful information regarding nature that deepens our aesthetic appreciation of it. These 

perfectly precise frames—because they are perfectly precise—yield only superficial formal 

qualities, where metaphors put what we are perceiving into an intelligible framework. Natural 

environments, of course, aren’t really shifting mosaics, but this metaphor is both useful and 

meaningful. It is useful in terms of how it guides not only scientific practice, but also our 

aesthetic appreciation of nature. And it is meaningful because it brings with it the necessary and 

relevant information not present in the object itself, which allows for aesthetic appreciation of 

nature beyond the mere contemplation of shapes, colors, lines, and textures. In this sense, non-

arbitrary, theoretical, conceptual, or metaphorical framing sacrifices precision for meaning. But 

that is no big loss.  

        The scientifically paradigmatic metaphors we construct and impose upon natural 

environments inform and guide appropriate aesthetic appreciation. And they do so in a non-

arbitrary way, because they are culturally and inter-subjectively agreed upon. To do something 

arbitrarily is to do it based merely on one’s personal preferences or interests, or without any 

justifiable reason. This is not the case when we inter-subjectively agree upon the kinds of 

metaphors we construct, thereby making appropriate aesthetic appreciation possible. How could 

frames like these be arbitrary when there is widespread cultural and scientific agreement about 

how they make nature intelligible and therefore aesthetically appreciable? If, according to 

contemporary ecology, natural systems are by definition open and non-discrete, framing those 

systems for our aesthetic appreciation by using scientific metaphors avoids the charge or 

arbitrariness, and is therefore consistent with the normative element of scientific cognitivism.                              
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The Fusion Problem 

        The “fusion problem” in contemporary environmental aesthetics was first articulated by 

Ronald Hepburn (1993; 1996). The problem in general is the question of how to fuse the sensory 

component of aesthetic appreciation with the thought component.  

[W]e need to acknowledge a duality in much aesthetic appreciation of nature, a sensuous 
component and a thought-component…we cannot deny the thought-element, and it 
cannot reasonably be held (as such and in general) to fight with the aesthetic character of 
an experience…The union, or fusion, is much closer. There is an overall modification of 
awareness, in which the feeling and thought elements and the perception all interact 
(1993, 66-67, emphasis added).  
 

        In “Landscape and the Metaphysical Imagination,” Hepburn puts it more distinctly. The 

thought component (in this case the metaphysical imagination, not scientific knowledge) is “no 

less an element of the concrete present landscape experience: it is fused with the sensory 

components, not a meditation aroused by these” (Hepburn, 1996, 128, emphasis added). Note 

here that the sensory component is not just a prompt for further intellectual contemplation. Both 

components must be connected in the experience of the object of appreciation—the natural 

landscape.  

        In “Theory, Observation, and the Role of Scientific Understanding in the Aesthetic 

Appreciation of Nature,” Glenn Parsons explicitly states how the fusion problem more 

specifically threatens scientific cognitivism. 

Anyone who claimed that his belief that diamonds have the molecular structure of a 
three-dimensional carbon lattice contributes to the aesthetic appeal of a particular 
diamond would stand accused of failing to appreciate the diamond itself...The fact that 
the diamond has this molecular structure is certainly not given in our sensory experience 
of it. It can only be connected to that sensory experience, as it were, through 
consideration of a highly convoluted body of chemical theory… In short, since scientific 
knowledge is highly theoretical, it is incompatible with aesthetic appreciation, which is, 
by all accounts, appreciation of the sensuous. To overcome this worry, the scientific 
cognitivist apparently has to provide some account of how it is that this highly theoretical 
knowledge actually is connected to our sensuous experience after all (Parsons, 2006, 168-
69). 

80 



 
 

 

 
 

As Parsons indicates, the fusion problem raises two important questions that the scientific 

cognitivist must answer. First, most accounts stipulate that aesthetic appreciation must be 

associated with the senses in some way. Recall Baumgarten’s definition of aesthetics as “the 

science of sensible cognition,” which must include both a sensory component and a thought 

component (1961, 107). The question then is whether or not scientific cognitivism is aesthetic 

appreciation at all. We could be merely contemplating what we know about nature—a meditation 

inspired by, but not directly connected to, the senses. In this way, our appreciation may not be 

aesthetic appreciation, but some other kind of intellectual pleasure.  

        The second question regarding the fusion problem is related to the first, but more explicitly 

regards the object of appreciation. Namely, is the scientific cognitivist aesthetically appreciating 

nature, or scientific theory? What exactly is the object of appreciation anyway? If aesthetic 

appreciation must be informed by scientific knowledge, and that scientific knowledge is highly 

theoretical, then we may be merely contemplating the theory, rather than the object of that 

theory—which is nature itself. For example, as I argued in chapter 2, the term ecosystem is a 

scientific metaphor—a useful fiction. Thus, an ecosystem is a metaphorical model of a natural 

environment; it is not the natural environment itself. We could, of course, aesthetically 

appreciate an ecosystem as a model. But that would not be appreciating nature itself. That would 

be appreciating only the model. Moreover, according to the contemporary paradigm, ecosystems 

are not discrete objects; they are scientific models or metaphors that we construct to make nature 

intelligible and therefore aesthetically appreciable. Thus, the term “ecosystem” does not refer to 

anything directly observable with the senses, and for this reason is not subject to aesthetic 

appreciation.       
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        One way to answer the fusion problem is to advocate the view known as theory-laden 

observation—the view that observation of phenomena is always through the lens of a scientific 

theory. For instance, Thomas Kuhn argues we have no access to unconceptualized phenomena, 

or at least not any meaningful access to it. (Kuhn, 1962). If, however, we can say that, by 

extension, aesthetic appreciation is theory-laden, then it appears the fusion problem can be 

solved, at least in terms of what counts as properly aesthetic. That is, when aesthetic appreciation 

is laden with ecological theory, it is directly connected to our senses, and that sensory 

appreciation is deepened, enhanced, or otherwise fused with the scientific knowledge we bring to 

or draw from the experience.  

        However, Parsons argues against the theory-laden observation thesis by referring to Jerry 

Fodor’s “Observation Reconsidered” (Fodor, 1984). Fodor’s view is that observation is not 

theory-laden, but “modular” (Fodor, 1984). That is, observation is not always theory-laden; 

sometimes it is, and sometimes it isn’t. But even if Fodor is wrong and observation is theory-

laden, one could still argue that the scientific cognitivist is merely appreciating the scientific 

theory, rather than nature, and would still be doing so aesthetically. Still one could argue that if 

aesthetic appreciation is theory-laden, we are primarily appreciating the theory, and only 

secondarily appreciating nature. In this sense, we are simply using the natural environment to 

supply us with the “data” that will inform our appreciation of the theory, which is exactly the 

opposite of the scientific cognitivist thesis (i.e., that scientific knowledge should inform our 

sensory appreciation, not the other way around). So solving the fusion problem by advocating 

theory-ladenness may shift our focus from nature onto appreciation of scientific theory. 

        But if Fodor and Parsons are right that observation is not theory-laden, according to the 

normative aspect of scientific cognitivism, appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature should be 
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theory-laden. That is, appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature ought to be laden with 

scientific theory, currently agreed upon contemporary ecological theory. Thus, we simply make 

theory-laden aesthetic appreciation normative, rather than rely on theory-ladenness as a 

description of our perceptual apparatus. And in this way both the sensory and cognitive elements 

of aesthetic appreciation are fused.       

        Another way to respond to the fusion problem is to refer to the narrative aspect of theories, 

namely, how scientific analogies and metaphors like those used in contemporary ecology make 

highly theoretical information more accessible to the average non-scientist. For this reason, our 

scientific knowledge must be top-down in the sense that paradigms, theories, and metaphors 

organize the facts in a narrative format. “The study of paradigms,” Kuhn argues, “is what mainly 

prepares the student for membership in the particular scientific community with which he will 

later practice” (Kuhn, 1962, 11). In order to be included in a scientific community, the student 

should primarily understand the set of conditions that make up a paradigm and be familiar with 

its accepted experimental methods and theories, rather than have knowledge of data in isolation 

from context. Science students do not accept or reject theories based on evidence, but rather they 

accept or reject theories based on the authority of the consensus of the scientific community. The 

object of the student’s study is the paradigm, not only the facts articulated by it. Learning the 

paradigm is, then, both instrumental and prior to any of the intrinsic features of scientific 

discovery. 

        Consider, for example, the following scientific account of a tree offered by Holmes Rolston 

III in his “The Aesthetic Experience of Forests.” 

Photons of light flow from the sun. Some impact leaves and are captured by antenna 
molecules in the chloroplasts (a half million of them per square millimeter of leaf), 
relayed to a reaction center molecule where, in Photosystem II, the energy of the photons 
is used to move electrons up to a high energy perch (at the PS 680 chlorophyll molecule). 

83 



 
 

 

 
The electrons then move down a transport chain, cocking an ADP molecule up to its ATP 
high-energy form, and are passed to the reaction center of Photosystem I. There, with 
more photons absorbed, the electrons are moved back up to a second high-energy chain, 
this time producing a high-energy NADPH molecule.  
     The two high energy molecules (ATP and NADPH) are then used, in the Calvin cycle, 
to synthesize sugar. This is a complex series of over a dozen reactions that takes carbon 
dioxide from the atmosphere and shuttles it around in numerous steps to make, first, 
three-carbon intermediates and then the six-carbon sugar glucose, as well as other 
products. That sugar can be stored in the plant as starch, as well as sugar. This is the 
energy that powers essentially all of life, the fuel for natural history. Or the glucose can 
be made into another polymer, cellulose, to form the tough and persistent structures of 
plant and forest life (Rolston, 1998, 194).  
 

I quote this passage at length so as to include all of its narrative elements. It surely has its share 

of highly theoretical information, but notice that this information is presented in a narrative that 

is more broadly relevant to aesthetic appreciation of a forest. The story begins with the sun’s rays 

falling onto a plant or tree’s leaves. This triggers a chain reaction that produces sugars, and those 

sugars fuel the growth of the tree and other trees comprising the forest. Knowing the facts about 

the PS 680 chlorophyll molecule has little to do with my aesthetic appreciation of a forest if 

those facts are only understood in isolation from a theoretical framework. But the inclusion of 

this information in a narrative form organizes the facts in a way that makes aesthetic appreciation 

of forests more easily accessible to the non-scientist. In fact, because the narrative framework 

provides context, having certain knowledge of all the facts doesn’t necessarily guide my 

aesthetic appreciation. I don’t have to know every detail about the PS 680 chlorophyll molecule 

to know that it plays an important role in the energy cycle of trees and forests, and I know it 

plays this role because of how it is situated within the context of the narrative.  

         The more I know about the energy cycle of trees and forests within the context of a theory, 

the more appropriately I aesthetically appreciate it. For this reason, as I argued in chapter 2, it is 

the task of the theoretical ecologist to craft useful and aesthetically compelling metaphors that 

accurately reflect the values held in contemporary culture. In doing so, they tell the story of 

84 



 
 

 

 
nature from a scientific point of view that suits our understanding and aesthetic appreciation of 

nature. In scientific cognitivism there is always a burden on the appreciator to acquire the 

necessary scientific knowledge needed to make correct aesthetic judgments. But there is also a 

burden on the scientist to disseminate that knowledge in a clear, accessible, and compelling way, 

so that theoretical accounts aren’t as convoluted as Parsons suggests they are. Thus the stories 

ecologists tell must be good stories, and we ought to aesthetically appreciate nature through the 

lens of those stories appropriately. 

 

Positive Aesthetics and Contemporary Ecology 

        The third and most challenging problem that contemporary ecology suggests for scientific 

cognitivism is positive aesthetics. Positive aesthetics has a long history. Recall our discussion of 

the problem of mountains as imperfections is God’s creation. There we saw theists struggling to 

find ways to explain away the ugly bits of God’s creation. God’s creation by definition must be 

perfect, so nature had to be beautiful, and the irregularity and variety of mountains undermined 

the prevailing notion that natural beauty was defined by order and proportion. Theistic nature 

aesthetics was in trouble. So, theistic nature aesthetes followed a trend at the time and assumed 

that aesthetic judgments must be subjective to get around this problem. That way, the ugliness of 

mountains was not in the natural world as God’s creation, but only in our experiences of the 

natural world. Thus nature as God’s creation was always beautiful and never ugly—to us. 

        Later in the nineteenth century, positive aesthetics made a return in the work of John Muir 

and George Perkins Marsh. But these two authors added an ethical component to positive 

aesthetics that was grounded in an emerging conservation movement. Marsh said that humanity 

was “the great disturber of nature’s harmonies” (Marsh 1965, 8-9), where Muir wrote “none of 
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Nature’s landscapes are ugly so long as they are wild” (Muir 1916, 6-7). Even art critic John 

Ruskin offered advice to landscape painters at the time. “The clouds, not being much liable to 

man’s interference, are always beautifully arranged…the clouds cannot be quarried nor built 

over, and they are always therefore gloriously arranged” (Ruskin, 1971, 128-9).  

        The trend toward conservationism in nature aesthetics started by Marsh and Muir reached 

its logical conclusion in the development of positive aesthetics. But this aspect of positive 

aesthetics is romantic, sentimental, and somewhat misanthropic. In fact, some even argue that 

positive aesthetics is a kind of realist a priori assumption about the way nature is independent of 

humans (Parsons, 2002). In other words, assuming pristine nature is always beautiful and never 

ugly prior to any human experiencing it indicates a belief that beauty is in nature, independent of 

our concepts. If humans never existed at all, on this view, nature would still be beautiful. But if 

we can assume a priori that nature without humans is beautiful, why not assume that nature 

without humans is ugly, or dainty, or dumpy? None of these assumptions sound plausible, and 

neither does a priori natural beauty. Moreover, such a priori assumptions are by definition in no 

way connected with the sensory dimension of appreciation, and are therefore subject to the 

challenge of the fusion problem.  

        Carlson takes a two-pronged approach in his “Nature and Positive Aesthetics” (1984). He 

defines positive aesthetics as 

the view that all the natural world is beautiful. According to this view, the natural 
environment, insofar as it is untouched by humans, has mainly positive aesthetic 
qualities: it is, for example, graceful, delicate, intense, unified, and orderly, rather than 
bland, dull, insipid, incoherent, and chaotic. All virgin nature, in short, is essentially 
aesthetically good. The appropriate or correct aesthetic appreciation of the natural world 
is basically positive and negative aesthetic judgments have little or no place (Carlson, 
1984, 72). 
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        There are two important distinctions to draw regarding Carlson’s positive aesthetics. The 

first is that between aesthetic qualities and aesthetic judgments. Aesthetic qualities are those 

qualities such as unity and order, where aesthetic judgments are kinds of comprehensive 

aesthetic verdicts, such as beautiful or ugly. But it’s not clear what Carlson thinks the 

relationship is between aesthetic qualities and aesthetic judgments. Do aesthetic qualities entail, 

subvene upon, comprise, or constitute aesthetic judgments? Are positive aesthetic judgments 

always made up of more positive than negative aesthetic qualities? Are positive aesthetic 

judgments made up of all positive aesthetic qualities?  Carlson seems to think that positive 

aesthetic qualities are related to positive aesthetic judgments (somehow), which I agree with. But 

he seems to think that positive aesthetic judgments are made up of all or mostly positive aesthetic 

qualities. For example, the judgment “virgin nature is beautiful,” according to Carlson, means 

that nature has only positive aesthetic qualities, such as unity and order, or it has more positive 

than negative aesthetic qualities. In other words, it appears that for Carlson, either positive 

aesthetic judgments (e.g., beautiful) cannot consist of any negative aesthetic qualities (e.g., 

disorder, disharmony), or positive aesthetic judgments have fewer negative than positive 

aesthetic qualities. On this point I disagree. My view is that when we are asked to explain our 

aesthetic judgments, we refer to bundles of aesthetic qualities that have a kind of family 

resemblance (Wittgenstein, 1958, section 67) under a particular interpretation. In this sense, the 

relationship between qualities and judgments is not rule-governed (Sibley, 2001, 4), but is 

subject to historical and cultural contingencies. Thus, positive aesthetic judgments need not refer 

to all or mostly positive aesthetic qualities. Bundles of positive or negative aesthetic qualities 

may count toward, but do not entail, positive aesthetic judgments.   
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        The second important distinction to point out is that there are two distinct components of 

Carlson’s positive aesthetics: the environmental ethics component and the scientific component. 

The environmental ethics component is suggested in the clause “insofar as it is untouched by 

humans.” The environmental ethics component of Carlson’s view is a remnant of older versions 

of positive aesthetics dating back to Marsh and Muir. In an attempt to address some of the 

problems regarding the role of human influence in positive aesthetics, Carlson struggles. He 

doesn’t assume positive aesthetics a priori, but does make the point that insofar as nature is 

untouched by humans, it has positive aesthetic qualities such as unity and order, rather than 

incoherence and chaos. In this way, Carlson attempts to shift the focus from aesthetic judgments 

regarding human influence onto aesthetic qualities. The environmental ethics component of 

positive aesthetics was initially intended to apply to wilderness areas, not what we might call 

“mixed” environments, that is, environments that contain both natural and artifactual objects. For 

this reason Carlson thinks it is important to note the logical sequence in which he states his view: 

that pristine nature is only beautiful, not that only pristine nature is beautiful. Comparing this 

claim with what is said regarding aesthetic qualities above, it is still not clear whether Carlson 

thinks that pristine nature is only beautiful because it has only (or mostly) positive aesthetic 

qualities, or whether pristine nature is only beautiful because it is pristine, or both.  

        Now we know that all natural systems have now been affected by human influence to some 

degree, so there is no longer any purely and perfectly pristine nature. And if it is assumed 

(incorrectly) that only pristine nature is beautiful, and there is no such thing as pristine nature, 

then nothing in nature is beautiful. That seems wrong too. Accordingly, Carlson assumes that 

positive aesthetic qualities are a function of the degree to which nature is unaffected by human 

influence.  
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        But these are confused and meager attempts to save the environmental ethics component of 

Carslon’s positive aesthetics. It would be better for him to abandon the environmental ethics 

component, especially when we consider the idea in contemporary ecology that humans make a 

fundamental contribution to the functioning of ecosystems. Contemporary ecology maintains that 

the ideal of a pristine nature untouched by humans is a myth. Disturbance regimes are initiated 

and maintained by humans and non-humans alike, and our disturbances don’t destroy natural 

beauty any more or less than non-anthropogenic disturbances do. But the problems contemporary 

ecology present for the environmental ethics component of positive aesthetics don’t render the 

entire theory as worthless, because the scientific component of Carlson’s positive aesthetics is 

much more compelling and can be made consistent with the central elements of contemporary 

ecology.     

      The scientific component of Carlson’s positive aesthetics is grounded in cognitivism: 

scientific knowledge of nature somehow transforms negative aesthetic qualities into positive 

aesthetic qualities, thereby transforming negative aesthetic judgments into positive aesthetic 

judgments, because positive aesthetic qualities constitute positive aesthetic judgments. Including 

the tenets of contemporary ecology within the context of scientific cognitivism, then, will require 

updating Carlson’s positive aesthetics with new science. Consider Carlson’s description of how 

aesthetic qualities function in science and therefore lead to positive aesthetics. 

A more correct categorization in science is one that over time makes the natural world 
seem more intelligible, more comprehensible to those whose science it is. Our science 
appeals to certain kinds of qualities to accomplish this. These qualities are ones such as 
order, regularity, harmony, balance, tension, resolution, and so forth. If our science did 
not discover, uncover, and/or create such qualities in the natural world and explain the 
world in terms of them, it would not accomplish its task of making it seem more 
intelligible to us; rather, it would leave the world incomprehensible, as any of the various 
world views that we regard as superstition seem to us to leave it (1984, 93).  
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       According to Carlson, science makes the world intelligible to us, and it does so by 

describing and explaining nature in terms of aesthetic qualities like balance, order, and harmony. 

Aesthetic qualities such as unity and order are considered positive aesthetic qualities, where 

qualities such as incoherence and chaos are not, because the former qualities make the natural 

world intelligible. These qualities, then, are theory-constitutive, that is, they are descriptive and 

explanatory elements of the theory; and they count toward positive aesthetic judgments, though 

the relevant aesthetic qualities are those constitutive of the old paradigm in ecology. Carlson 

admits, however, that “in light of various views about science, positive aesthetics might be, for 

example, absolute, culturally relative, or paradigm relative” (Carlson, 1984, 94). If aesthetic 

qualities are theory-constitutive and paradigm-relative, and there is a paradigm shift, then the 

aesthetic qualities related to the new paradigm will presumably displace the qualities associated 

with the old.  

        Contemporary ecology describes nature as imbalanced, disorderly, and disharmonious, 

which are aesthetic qualities typically considered negative rather than positive. Because these 

qualities are the exact opposite of those once associated with pristine nature, contemporary 

ecology may appear to render positive aesthetics as a thesis that only applies to a now outdated 

ecological paradigm. But we can update positive aesthetics with these new qualities and still 

explain the natural world in terms of them. According to the flux view of ecology, science 

appeals to aesthetic qualities such as imbalance, disorder, and disharmony to make the natural 

world intelligible and explains the world in terms of them. Those aesthetic qualities make the 

world intelligible to us and are therefore more accurate than the qualities associated with the old 

paradigm. 
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        Thus imbalance, disorder, and disharmony are negative aesthetic qualities, but because they 

make nature intelligible, they count toward positive aesthetic judgments. In other words, nature 

in flux is beautiful, though that aesthetic judgment is comprised of negative aesthetic qualities 

that describe and explain the natural world according to the contemporary paradigm in ecology. 

Thus, negative aesthetic qualities do not entail negative aesthetic judgments when we consider 

how negative aesthetic qualities constitutive of the new paradigm in ecology make nature 

intelligible. The old paradigm no longer provides accurate scientific knowledge of the natural 

world, so it must be abandoned because it no longer makes the world intelligible to us by 

appealing to qualities like order and balance. On the other hand, if a theory accurately describes 

nature as chaotic, as contemporary ecology does, then it follows that we may understand and 

aesthetically appreciate nature as chaotic, and our judgments would be current and correct. 

Moreover, according to the positive aesthetics thesis, any aesthetic qualities (positive or 

negative) that science appeals to in making the natural world more intelligible will count toward 

positive aesthetic judgments.  

        Carlson’s earlier espousal of order appreciation is similar in its implications, and as such 

has some bearing on the scientific knowledge supplied by the contemporary paradigm in 

ecology. But Carlson is wrong to assume that there is only one kind of natural order—the natural 

order. As we saw in chapter 2, there are kinds of natural order, and the kind of natural order 

science describes could in theory be disorderly, because order also admits of degree. Indeed, 

contemporary ecological theory tells us that nature is disorderly in terms of how the randomness 

of disturbances and fluctuations across the landscape are probabilistically measured. In this 

sense, contemporary ecology does not hold that nature is completely disorderly or totally chaotic. 

That would be unintelligible. It’s only less orderly than we thought. For this reason it may seem 
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that a nature in flux is less intelligible than it once was, but it isn’t. Nature wasn’t in fact more 

intelligible under the old paradigm, we only thought it was. We were wrong. The new knowledge 

contemporary ecology provides actually makes nature more intelligible in the sense that it 

replaced our previously held false beliefs.  

        We might be tempted to appeal to the notion of the sublime to characterize nature in flux, 

but this won’t work in the scientific cognitivist scheme. While there are many different 

descriptions of the sublime, one element is central: boundlessness. In the experience of the 

sublime, the size or power of nature exceeds our ability to fully grasp it and make it intelligible. 

Therefore the concept of the sublime cannot be included within the framework of scientific 

cognitivism. As we saw earlier, frames are necessary to allow for appropriate or correct aesthetic 

appreciation of nature. And the notion of framelessness that is central to the concept of the 

sublime prevents this from happening. The sublime may be a way to appreciate nature in flux 

aesthetically, but not from the scientific cognitivist standpoint.   

        Recall also that in Carlson’s model of order appreciation in nature, we construct the stories 

and theories that illuminate natural order. In doing so, we find both nature and the story that 

illuminates it beautiful.  

Moreover, these qualities that make the world seem comprehensible to us are also those 
that we find aesthetically good. Thus, when we experience them in the natural world or 
experience the natural world in terms of them, we find it aesthetically good (Carlson, 
1984, 93). 
 

As in order appreciation, Carlson suggests that in the scientific component of positive aesthetics 

we appeal to certain kinds of qualities that are at work in our scientific theories, the very same 

qualities that illuminate the beauty of nature. But the aesthetic qualities we appeal to in 

contemporary ecology are not the same qualities we typically think will illuminate nature as 

beautiful. Thus, the aesthetic qualities at work in contemporary paradigm in ecology, such as 
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imbalance, disorder, and disharmony, run at odds with Carlson’s positive aesthetics, because he 

thinks only (or mostly) positive aesthetic qualities can count toward positive aesthetic judgments.  

        Recall, however, that Carlson’s model of order appreciation also applied to art, just as it did 

for nature. For example, earlier we referred to Jackson’s Pollock’s action painting, One, to 

describe how one can make sense of a seemingly disorderly artwork. In the case of order 

appreciation of art, we select a story or account (from a variety of already established options in 

the artworld) that explains the forces behind the painting (Pollock’s subconscious), which 

illuminates its aesthetic qualities. In the case of nature, on the other hand, we construct the 

scientific narratives and theories that explain the forces behind the order we perceive (in 

whatever degree), which illuminates the aesthetic qualities of both nature and its story. So if 

contemporary ecology appeals to aesthetic qualities such as disorder, imbalance, and disharmony 

to explain the forces behind the order we perceive (the forces being natural processes in flux), 

then it illuminates that natural beauty as disorderly, imbalanced, and disharmonious. The story 

that contemporary ecology constructs to illuminate nature’s beauty will then be illuminated as 

well.   

        I see no reason why negative aesthetic qualities such as disorder, imbalance, and 

disharmony cannot count toward positive aesthetic judgments. Consider how the same sorts of 

negative aesthetic qualities have characterized much of modern and contemporary art and music. 

Examples can be found in action painting, abstract expressionism, kinetic sculpture, atonal, 

improvisational, and polyrhythmic music, which all may exhibit negative aesthetic qualities that 

are consistent with the ones I have associated with the contemporary paradigm in ecology. 

Pollock’s One, for example, is beautiful, though it has all or only negative aesthetic qualities 

such as disorder, imbalance, disharmony. And these kinds of negative aesthetic qualities found in 
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modern art and music can count toward positive aesthetic judgments regarding nature as well. 

Nature in flux is disorderly, imbalanced, and disharmonious, yet beautiful. Just as the aesthetic 

qualities of disorder and imbalance are tied to the art-theoretical categories of the above 

mentioned genres, these kinds of qualities are tied to the scientific-theoretical categories of the 

new paradigm in ecology.  

        While the strength of Carlson’s view is found in the scientific component, as opposed to the 

environmental ethics component, I am doubtful that it amounts to a justification for positive 

aesthetics in general. But I am doubtful that anything in aesthetics can be fully justified beyond 

widespread cultural and inter-subjective agreement. Even though Carlson’s positive aesthetics 

may not be justifiable, positive aesthetics, particularly the scientific component, may still have 

value. The way science appeals to particular aesthetic qualities to reveal or illuminate natural 

beauty teaches us important lessons about the value-laden nature of science. And because 

scientists have an obligation to create clear, accessible, and compelling analogies, metaphors, 

stories, and theories that illuminate nature’s beauty, the burden to acquire the scientific 

knowledge necessary to make correct aesthetic judgments doesn’t fall entirely upon us as 

appreciators. This component of Carlson’s view therefore has the potential to further the public’s 

understanding of science and nature, which is especially important given the current state of the 

natural environment.    

        This is also why we must not altogether abandon the aesthetic qualities with which the old 

paradigm is associated. While balance, order, and harmony may no longer be accurate 

descriptions of the natural world, they do retain their heuristic, pedagogical, or exegetical value 

(Kuhn, 1993, Boyd, 1993). They are essential to theory articulation even when the theory they 

articulate has been displaced by a better theory. In fact, because the aesthetic qualities associated 
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with the contemporary paradigm in ecology are the antonyms of the qualities associated with the 

old (i.e., imbalance, disorder, and disharmony), they are necessary heuristic devices employed in 

teaching the new paradigm. In other words, to articulate the new paradigm in ecology, and 

embrace the aesthetic qualities related to it, teaching the old paradigm and its qualities is 

absolutely necessary. In short, to understand the disorder of nature, we must first understand its 

order.  

 

Conclusion 
 

        In this chapter I discussed three problems that contemporary ecology suggests for Carlson’s 

scientific cognitivism. With the framing problem, we saw that some kind of framing is necessary 

to make nature intelligible and therefore aesthetically appreciable in the cognitivist framework. 

There I drew a distinction between arbitrary, physical, literal framing and non-arbitrary, 

theoretical, and metaphorical framing. Framing of the former variety is lacking because it 

doesn’t take into account the normative aspect of scientific cognitivism—that we should 

aesthetically appreciate nature for what it is and the qualities it has. Framing of the latter variety 

is necessary when considering the indispensible role scientific metaphors play in contemporary 

ecology, metaphors such as the shifting mosaic. And by allowing these metaphors to guide our 

aesthetic appreciation, we frame nature in a non-arbitrary way, because these metaphors are 

culturally derived and inter-subjectively agreed upon.  

        We also saw that contemporary ecology presents challenges to scientific cognitivism in 

terms of the fusion problem. Because contemporary ecology focuses on natural processes, 

disturbances, and patch dynamics within a shifting mosaic, fusing our knowledge of these 

theoretical notions with our senses is a problem. One solution is to appeal to the notion of theory-
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laden observation. But whether or not theory-laden observation is true of our perceptual 

apparatus, the normative aspect of scientific cognitivism places the burden of correct aesthetic 

appreciation on us. Therefore, to aesthetically appreciate nature for what it is and the qualities it 

has, we should or ought to aesthetically appreciate in a theory-laden way. But the burden is not 

solely put on us. Scientists too have an obligation to construct clear and compelling theoretical 

narratives that are accessible to the average person. Otherwise, acquiring enough scientific 

knowledge to aesthetically appreciate nature correctly may be too much to ask. 

        In the discussion of positive aesthetics, we saw that contemporary ecology undermines the 

environmental ethics component of Carlson’s view, and should therefore be abandoned. But the 

scientific component of Carlson’s positive aesthetics can be made consistent with the central 

elements of contemporary ecology. That is, the negative aesthetic qualities that contemporary 

ecology appeals to, such as disorder, imbalance, and disharmony, describe nature for what it is 

and the qualities it has, and will therefore yield aesthetic judgments that are positive. And while 

positive aesthetics in general may not be justifiable, the scientific component Carlson defends 

has value in terms of what it tells us about the role of aesthetics in science and the value-laden 

nature of scientific knowledge. Moreover, the scientific component of Carslon’s view is an 

indispensible heuristic device that can be deployed in teaching scientific and ecological 

paradigms both old and new.  

        To conclude, I’d like to return to a point made by Daniel Botkin regarding the challenges 

contemporary ecology presents for nature aesthetics. “A nature that is inherently risky may seem 

less beautiful than nature that is completely deterministic” (Botkin, 1990, 127). From what we’ve 

learned about contemporary ecology, like Botkin, we might judge that a nature in flux is less 

beautiful than a nature in balance. But if we take scientific cognitivism seriously, that judgment 
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would be incorrect, inappropriate, or simply false. Because contemporary ecology is a dynamic 

non-equilibrium theory, a nature in flux may present us with more tension than resolution, but 

that makes it no less beautiful. This is not to say that all or every part of a nature in flux will be 

beautiful. But if nature is dynamic rather than stable, random rather than predictable, and chaotic 

rather than orderly, we must learn to aesthetically appreciate it accordingly, however disturbing 

that kind of beauty may be.  
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