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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1   Imagination and the Environment 
 

The aim of this project is to elaborate thoroughly a phenomenological theory of 

imagination that focuses on the structure and formation of ethical relationships with the natural 

world and is both unique and restorative to environmental thought.  While imaginative work is 

rife throughout environmental philosophy and ethics, there exists little theoretical architecture or 

consistency in the use of imagination as an environmental and philosophical concept. By 

utilizing phenomenology and its emphasis on lived experience, this theory is widely applicable 

and yet context sensitive.  It is not, however, a normative “theory of everything.” Rather, it is a 

theory of action that elaborates how human actions acquire their normative content and structure 

through enactive, ethical imagination.  

   Consistent with Weston (2009), I am not on a theoretical mission to “ground” values; in 

this proposed phenomenological ethic, values are emergent, mutable, and culturally legible.  

Providing a theoretical ground for values, as many environmental ethicists have sought to do, 

relies upon the notion that values are in some sense objective, such that if the proper theoretical 

foundation can be provided, then universal arguments for their appreciation will follow.  To 

avoid this naturalistic fallacy of objectivity, and co-existing criticisms of the subjective nature of 

valuation, environmental thinkers seek to collapse the fact-value dichotomy by making values 

intrinsic or inherent to natural places, processes, and phenomena.  Rather, the starting point of 

this theory is that in lived experience, “everywhere the air is thick” (Weston, 2009: 1) with 

values.  Value, understood as meaningfulness, does not require grounding because meaning is 
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not located in, beyond, or underneath anything: rather, meaning is an irreducible element of 

experience. Meaning emerges through action that can be explained in theoretical analysis.  

As a matter of lived experience, meaning emerges as a necessary correlate of any 

experience – the particularities and context of the experience govern the nature and contours of 

the meaning that emerges.  For instance, an oak tree can be understood as beautiful, or climbable, 

as shelter, or a source of nutritive fruit, and even as so many board feet of lumber, and thus as 

economic, etc.  These meanings may all seem connected to a particular usefulness of the tree, 

which would in turn mandate that the necessary foundation for meaningful relationships is 

utility, but the reverse is true: things have utility because they already have meaning within a 

life-world (aside from the economic value of the tree, the given meanings would also pertain to 

possible relationships between the tree and non-human life1).  Meaning, then, is a way of 

expressing the ontological potency of a being-as-meaningful in such and such a way.  The 

relationality of the preposition as attains ontological status because it speaks to the very essence 

of a being in its self-showing: the tree is climbable, is sheltering, is bountiful. These meanings 

are all possible interpretations of the ontic affordances of the tree, and thus speak to its value, i.e. 

its importance, its usefulness, and its worth.   

Meanings, and thus values, emerge through relationships, and it is of the nature of these 

relationships normatively to adhere to ontological contours of the phenomenon: an oak tree can 

never show itself as drivable or as teachable.  But access to those affordances that are possible 

requires knowledge and a necessary temporal commitment to constitute a relationship from 

which the various meanings emerge.  In different situations and circumstances, the same 

phenomenon acquires different meaning, but habituation and attention to context govern the 

1 For more on this notion and further examples see, von Uexküll (2010), 126ff. 
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constellation of meaning that a phenomenon can evince.  Meaning (or its iterations as value or 

knowledge) is neither produced by a subject, nor lying dormant in wholly separable, closed-off 

objects; rather, meaning occurs in a field of relations between participants in the event of 

experience. As a capacity that filters, forms, parses, and projects meaning, imagination is a prime 

candidate for understanding environmental value as it emerges and is combined with ethical, 

scientific, and cultural meanings and values.  Thus the environmental imagination provides a 

way for understanding environmental crises as ontological crises: the current, over-exploited and 

unsustainably modified status of the planet originates in the way that the natural world’s 

ontological status is understood by human beings.   

Though the theory just as readily explains anti-environmental behavior, this project 

focuses on how environmental imagination provides a description of individual and communal 

motivation for direct and indirect pro-environmental action. By “pro-environmental action,” I 

mean behavior that intentionally strives to lessen negative impacts on the natural and built 

environments. Pro-environmental action is environmentally responsive and attendant to the 

impacts that individual activity has upon environments.  Environmental imagination provides a 

description of the source of environmentally responsible behavior wherein this is understood as 

advocating, through one’s actions, an image of the planet that is less negatively and 

unsustainably altered by human activity.  While focus on the role of imagination in morality may 

forfeit having “the correct answer” about the duties that flow from moral engagement to the 

natural world, it nevertheless provides another perspective on the human moral condition 

(Johnson, 1993: 198 – 220).  Indeed, Kearney (1999), pairing ēthos and poiesis, finds 

imagination at the heart of human dwelling and if “poetics recognizes its bond to ethics and 

acknowledges its origin and end in the world of action, then, far from being a threat to 
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responsibility, poiesis becomes its guarantor” (xiii – xiv). This sense of dwelling is drawn 

directly from Heidegger (GA 7)2, who describes dwelling as the fundamental way of being 

human.  In his words: 

Mortals dwell in that they save the earth…Saving the earth does not only snatch 
something from a danger.  To save properly means to set something free into its own 
essence.  To save the earth is more than to exploit it or even wear it out.  Saving the earth 
does not master the earth and does not subjugate it, which is merely one step from 
boundless spoliation.  (152/352) 
 

This capacity to ethically “save the earth” is bound up, as indicated in Kearney’s words above, 

with human creativity and the ability to reimagine the possible in light of the actual.  Poetically 

reimagining the relationship between human being and environment is thus a matter of both 

ethics and imagination.  

Even though the imagination is perhaps known as a unique indicator of human existence, 

this does not mean that imagination has always been understood in any kind of univocal sense: 

imagination functions in the quotidian, but there is perhaps no other faculty that has been 

historically interpreted with such division amongst scholars. Phenomenology – with its insistence 

on the richness of everyday experience, but also its emphasis on clear, thorough descriptions of 

whatever presents itself in experience – thus sets the parameters for this inquiry into the role that 

imagination plays in the development of an environmental ēthos. 

1.2   Terminology: Imagination and Environment  

I refer to imagination throughout in terms of its process and products.  The process of 

imagination is developed below in terms of its phenomenological structure and interconnection 

with lived experience and the production of cultural images. That which issues forth from the 

2 When I draw on the work of Heidegger, the parenthetical citation of “GA” refers to his collected body of work, or 
Gesamtausgabe.  Page numbers are listed according to the original German, with the English translation listed 
second.  Hence, the above quote comes from Vorträge und Aufsätze, while the English translation is derived from 
Heidegger, Martin (1977) Basic Writings. David Ferrell Krell (ed.). San Francisco: Harper Collins.  
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process of imagination is its product, and aside from the active structure that imagination 

provides for making sense of experience, it also works through reservoirs of collected and 

collective meaning in the form of images. Imagination is thus indubitably related to sight and the 

formation of pictures, but Brann (1991: 13) and Buddenbrock (1958) have argued that “images” 

and “imagery” apply to more than just our vision and perhaps should be extended to all 

perceptual modalities.3  Through the course of this project, however, images are taken to bind 

together the shared intentions, projects, and aspirations of human beings.  In short, images form 

and reform individual connections to communal projects.   

In the history of philosophy, there is a panoply of terms referring to the faculty that in 

English goes by imagination: phantasia, eikasia, imaginatio, fantasy, Einbildungskraft, 

Phantasie, L’imagination etc.  In English, Brann (1991: 18 – 23) claims that imagination has 

historically achieved priority of use over phantasia or fancy/fantasy despite the fact that, 

colloquially, the whimsical and improbable aspects of the latter term have been subsumed in the 

meaning of the former. Llewellyn (1991: 225 - 231) and Long (2011: 81 – 89) both argue that 

environmental imagination resemble the Greek verb: phantazesthai. This verb is in the middle 

voice because imagination is an activity that one does as much as it is something that happens to 

a self. That is, my account stresses the activity of imagination in two ways: the imagination is 

constantly at work in constituting all matters of experience, but one can also actively engage 

imagination and its objects in a consciously directed sense.  

In a bid for inclusivity, I use imagination in myriad ways and define the contours of the 

term through historical investigation and justification rather than etymological divergences.  

While imagination necessarily invokes its power of imaging – presenting an image to the mind’s 

3 Brann, quoting Buddenbrock, lists these as: “hearing, smell, taste, touch, and the senses of heat, gravity, posture, 
and probably some others” (13). 
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eye – this interpretation as a mere image-maker obfuscates the more fundamental and figuring 

power of imagination evoked by, for example Einbildungskraft (the power of “image-in-ing”), 

which Coleridge preferred to translate as esemplastic, “the power of shaping into one,” or as he 

writes in his notes on Schelling and Kant: “this prime and loftiest of faculties, the power of 

coadunation, the faculty that forms the many into one” (168). Warnock (1978) notes however, 

that Coleridge mistook ein for “one” rather than as prefix form of “in” (91 – 92). This confusion 

continues to this day, with philosophers such as Mark C. Taylor claiming that “ein means ‘one’” 

(2007: 114), which it indeed does, but this misses the original transition of the word from 

inbildung to einbildung that displays the prefix usage (Grimm, 1973: 153). The cohesive and 

unifying implications of Einbildungskraft in philosophical use derives from the work of Kant 

(Keach, 1985: 160), specifically in his critical and anthropological texts.  Also, taking Kant as 

authoritative in re-fashioning the word, Heidegger (1997/1977) notes that the “extended 

interpretation” that Kant gives to the term is “inadmissible” vis-à-vis the “the strict meaning” of 

Einbildung, though through this extension “Ein-bildung is the free production of a pure view in 

the sense of the unity of possible time-relations” (281/415). In tracing the convoluted and 

multifarious history of the term in German, Mattenklott (2009) argues that Kant’s definition of 

the term as a faculty for synthesizing the manifold of experience is a translation of phantasia and 

that “post-Kantian use [of imagination in philosophy] amounts to a translation of 

‘Einbildungskraft’ into other European languages” including French, English, Italian, and 

Spanish (27 – 32).   

Older than the above German interpretation of the powers of imagination is the 

relationship between phantasia and phainomenon – imagination and phenomenon – that one 

finds in the Greek of Plato and Aristotle.  Long (2011) cautions however, against translating 
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phantasia as “imagination” for two reasons: first, it “remains too bound up with the English 

‘image’” and “‘imagination’ fails to capture the manner in which phantasia resonates with 

phantazesthai, to become apparent or manifest” (82). I am more interested however, in 

describing the nature and scope of imagination at work than tying it down to one specific 

definition.  Indeed, rather than providing a concretely definition, the meaning of imagination is 

the very issue at stake in this project.  

The second theme of the project is environment or nature, and I employ both common 

English usages.  Environment intends both natural and built environments – any context within 

which human beings live, act, and interact counts as an environment.  Human beings are animals 

that evolved with, in, and sometimes despite, their environments, and so are natural beings.  

Humans also build, modify, augment, manipulate, and radically alter the state of their 

environments to the point that those environments are artificial in the sense that they require 

human intervention and do not emerge as a direct function of the ecological and physical forces 

of planet Earth, e.g. the International Space Station, or an air-conditioned office cubicle. The 

destruction and despoliation of the environment does not respect distinctions, and the theory that 

I present speaks to the unity of human being as both natural and artificial, of dwelling in both 

green and gray environments.  

 As humans share this planet with other animals, and thus are deeply entrenched within 

ecosystems, environments include both biotic and abiotic phenomena.  When speaking of 

animals, I take members of Homo sapiens sapiens as coequal with other evolved fauna that stride 

and strive across the surface of the planet, except in terms of ethical responsibility – this 

responsibility is a development of human evolution, not a marker of superiority.  As such, when I 

utilize animal it includes human being, whereas non-human animals is used when a distinction is 
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necessary for clarifying context or when I exclude humanity from the matter at hand.  

1.3    Principles and Virtue Ethics 

I develop environmental imagination in this project through a theoretical account of two 

major principles: the constitutive and projective principles of imagination are explained and 

developed in Chapters 3 and 4, respectively.  The constitutive principle of environmental 

imagination developed in Chapter 3 is as follows: Imagination indexes and frames the panoply of 

experience into meaningful events and provides ontological stabilization of an understanding of 

the world that modifies and is modified by involvement with the world.  This principle elucidates 

the framing and interpretive powers of imagination.   

The projective principle explicates how imagination figures such constitutive 

interpretations in terms of future action and possibilities. Or, as developed in Chapter 4: 

Imagination is a spontaneously creative mode of consciousness that intends perceptual 

phenomena while projecting perception to possibilities of further experience and is accordingly 

necessary for re-envisioning the actual in light of the possible.   

As used throughout the work, principle refers to the foundational and epistemic basis for 

understanding environmental imagination and sustainable activities.  Principle herein does not 

refer to irrefutable or unassailable ethical laws or normative rules; rather, these principles act as 

guideposts that orient environmental imagination as an ēthos, as a theoretical account of the role 

of imagination in projecting an ethic that affords and informs sustainable choices.  As such, these 

principles do not reify a distinction between ethical theory and practice, but rather evince the 

intimacy and inseparability of the two.   

The projective and constitutive ēthos that I develop in this project closely resemble a 

virtue ethic in that it promotes a way of being, rather than outlining a “rulebook” of behavior.   
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There is a growing body of literature in the field of environmental virtue ethics that take several 

different positions on the way that certain characteristics, such as attentiveness or care, promote 

human and environmental flourishing.4  Environmental imagination resembles a virtue ethic 

because, as I show in Chapter 2, the basis for constituting and projecting a sustainable way of 

being is based on a certain conception of human being in the world.  I discuss how the human 

world is constitutively diverse and essentially shared, and so an ēthos culled from such diversity 

reveals a way of being towards the world that reflects the essential interconnectedness of human 

being with its environment.  Overall, such an ēthos projects the meaning of human relationships 

in a sustainable manner incompatible with the dominant modern culture of consumption and 

exploitation. Environmental imagination is thus a theoretical account of the role of imagination 

in projecting an ēthos that affords sustainable behavior and a sustainable image of the world.  

1.4    Environmental Philosophy and Imagination  

The term environmental imagination is not unique to my project; indeed, the term has 

existed in the literature at least since Lawrence Buell’s 1995 work, The Environmental 

Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the Formation of Culture.  This book is considered 

to be a foundational work in ecocriticism because it defines the main qualifications of an 

environmental text, namely: nonhuman environments are an operative presence rather than a 

framing backdrop, human concerns are not presented as the only category of legitimate concerns, 

the primary ethical orientation of the text is “human accountability to the environment,” and that 

the nonhuman environment is seen as dynamic rather than static and unchanging (1995: 7 - 8).  

Any text that fulfills these four criteria is an environmental text while the dynamo behind the 

4 For monographs and edited volumes dedicated to the subject, cf. Cafaro (2004); Sandler and Cafaro (2005); and 
Wensveen (2000); also, see Cafaro (2009: 378) for an extensive bibliography of the field.  
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creation of such a text is the author’s environmental imagination.  Through such environmental 

writing, reading, and thinking Buell espouses an ecocentric “way of being” (1).   

The force of literary images and creativity to grab a reader’s attention and provide 

information on environmental issues notwithstanding, the environmental imagination that I 

envision is more expansive than one ignited by nature writing and other literary sources.  While 

the work of Rachel Carson, Silent Spring for example, with its explicitly imaginative prologue 

that provides an “imagined tragedy” in a “town that does not exist” (1962: 3) proves that nature 

writing, whether fictive or not, inspires environmental action and opens up vistas of experience 

not otherwise available, I am concerned with an environmental imagination that focuses 

precisely on the problems that Buell outlines in his work: a revaluation of ethical values 

regarding the environment, and how the environment matters such that a revaluation can even 

begin (1995: 22).  

Environmental imagination receives its philosophical induction in Ebenreck’s (1996) 

“Opening Pandora’s Box: Imagination’s Role in Environmental Ethics.”  Ebenreck’s essay is 

crucial for two reasons.  First, Ebenreck stresses the potentiality of the imagination for clarifying 

environmental issues by allowing one to “understand particular others in their richness of being” 

by increasing imaginative empathy (10, 13); and second, she stresses the the role that 

imagination plays in envisioning and constructing examples of ethical “purposes, goals, or 

ideals” (12) – as well as listing, though not addressing, a litany of other resources that the 

imagination provides for environmental ethics (16 - 17). While she does outline a project similar 

to my own – that a robust theory of imagination will improve environmental thought – 

Ebenreck’s analysis focuses on the imagination as a component of reason and in the service of 

rational analysis when trying to understand the status and nature of environmental problems.  
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While cognition is shot through with a complex of perceptive and cognitive capacities of human 

being – reason and imagination included – my focus is on the constitutive role of the imagination 

in light of environmental experience.  And, while my initial focus is on the role of the 

environental imagination for the individual, I expand the capacity to the communal level in the 

form of cultural images that connect to the individual, but find their power for enacting 

environmental change in broader arenas such as the regional and global.   

In an article discussing the “ecological imagination,” Steven Fesmire (2010) argues that 

there is an “urgent practical need to cultivate ecological imagination, and an equally practical 

need to make theoretical sense of the imaginative dimension of the ecological reflection” (183). 

Fesmire construes human imagination as “mental simulation” (186), and as a “cognitive concrete 

capacity as ordinary for humans as nest building for birds” (187), an argument along similar lines 

as my own. Fesmire restricts his account of ecological imagination to that of the formation and 

deliberation of terms that metaphorically “increase logical space for conceiving the operations of 

natural systems” (192) and further elaborating on these “metaphors and related cognitive 

structures” (183 - 4).  Nevertheless, by incorporating Dewey’s account of imagination as the 

capacity for trying out different projects through imaginative “dramatic rehearsals,” and focusing 

on the ecological nature of imagination in relation to emotion and reason, Fesmire presents a 

way of thinking of imagination biologically, as a way of envisioning humanity implicated within 

ecosystems (202 – 203).  

Expanding on these, and other philosophies of imagination, Klaver has begun to offer a 

more firm grounding for the concept of environmental imagination and a fruitful way of 

engaging with it.  In her “Landscapes of Environmental Imagination,” Klaver (2013) examines 

images that portray environmental disasters, photos of the Earth from space, or works of art in 
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order to show “how various images signaled and catalyzed changes in perception intrinsically 

related to the changing place of the environment in the cultural imagination” (3).  This catalyzing 

change lies at the heart of Klaver’s notion of environmental imagination that “functions thus as a 

paradigmatic lens to show a shift in mentality and how images function as a barometer for 

change in environmental relations” (ibid). While Klaver’s work provides a firm foundation for 

understanding the way that environmental imagination functions at the cultural and political 

level, she does not articulate how she sees it working at the level of the ethically implicated 

individual (10).  

While these initial and foundational excursions into a theory of environmental 

imagination help to sound out necessary principles and themes for such a theory, none of them 

articulate a full theory or lend adequate time and attention to developing a theory as expansive as 

imagination itself. This project builds on the work of these thinkers, especially Klaver, and 

elucidates and positions a fully formed theory of environmental imagination within philosophy 

and environmental ethics. 

1.5   Chapter Summaries  

While much ink has been spilled in various attempts to understand the ethical relationship 

between humans and natural places, processes and phenomena, very few of these attempts have 

sought to understand the role that imagination plays in ethical comportment toward the 

environment. Likewise, inquiry into the role imagination plays in the formation of ethical 

worldviews is a new front in philosophical thought, and there exists scant environmental thought 

that addresses the topic. 

Beginning with the biological accounts of von Uexküll and ending with Ingold’s concept 

of the dwelt-in-world, Chapter 2 shows how individuals are intimately interconnected and 
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constituted by their environments; such connection and co-constitution thus necessarily shapes 

the way that the world is viewed by individuals, which in turns shapes the scope of their activity 

within the world. The imagination conditions both the structure and the content of things 

disclosed in experience and is therefore essential to understanding the ways in which humans are 

in the world. This chapter provides a foundation for the argument with a description of the ways 

in which humans participate meaningfully in their local environs.  This project delineates an 

argument for an overall way of being ethical, an ēthos, that is grounded in and contributes to 

everyday experience, and this chapter contributes a thorough description of human being in the 

world as a foundation for realizing and living out such interconnectivity.  

Chapters 3 and 4 survey philosophy, cognitive science, and environmental thought to 

provide historical and theoretical basis for the two principles that form the theory of 

environmental imagination. These chapters begin with a survey of philosophical writings in 

order to develop a sense of the capacity of imagination to inform an overall worldview based on 

environmental interconnectivity. Chapter 3 introduces the two components of the constitutive 

principle of environmental imagination as developed from the work of Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and 

Heidegger.  The chapter concludes with a theoretical development of this principle and sets the 

ground for the second principle developed in Chapter 4. 

In order to advance the theory fully, Chapter 4 picks up themes developed in Chapters 2 

and 3, and introduces the projective principle and its various aspects as developed from the work 

of Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, and several cognitive scientists and philosophers. The 

phenomenology of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty serves as a bridge to recent developments in 

cognitive science that stress the role of the body, imagination and local environment in the 

processes of cognition, metaphor, and meaning apprehension. The projective principle concerns 
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the way that imagination projects beyond experience, such that the essence and structure of 

meaningful human relationships with the environment reveal themselves to be the foundation of 

ethical comportments and commitments to the environment. In the concluding sections, I 

introduce interconnectivity as the core and dynamo of the principles of environmental 

imagination and provide a phenomenological description of its role in lived experience. As the 

imagination provides a unique and powerful means for structuring, understanding, and 

interacting with the environment, it also offers a unique perspective for understanding the 

ongoing and future ecological crisis caused and endured by humanity. 

Chapter 5 begins with recent work in environmental psychology to show that 

interconnectivity and experience of the environment are strong indicators of pro-environmental 

behavior (PEB). I recommend that environmental ethics and philosophy incorporate such 

empirical studies into practical recommendations for changing environmental worldviews by 

motivating individuals to close the gap between knowledge of environmental issues and relevant 

remedial activities that address those issues. As individual change is not sufficient for 

reimagining a sustainable world, the chapter also focuses on the efficacy of environmental 

images for engendering collective change around environmental issues. I argue that images can 

effect such change and develop a theory of images that examines their ethical, communicative, 

and transformational potential.  In order to make the move from the individual imagination to the 

cultural efficacy of imagination, from individuated to shared imagining, I examine the way that 

images function reflexively in experience so that personal meaning affords and opens the space 

for collective communication of meaning. I then turn to eco-images as concrete examples of the 

way in which images communicate and bolster ethical responses to environmental issues. I 

funnel these images into discussion of collective environmental imagination as a means for 
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understanding how images communicate meaning across individuals and how images function as 

standard bearers for cultural change. I conclude with an overall vision of socio-cultural change 

that I refer to as “aspirational environmentalism,” and show how the environmental imagination 

can orient environmentalism and environmental ethics away from despair towards hope for a 

better connection between humans and their environment.  

1.6    Conclusion  

Environmental thinkers of all stripes provide theories and data that focus on myriad 

environmental crises and problems, but environmental imagination is a solutions-oriented 

approach that recognizes the complexity of human being in its relations to environments, and 

that these relationships are not solely ethical, scientific, aesthetic, economic, or political, but 

indeed a robust and complicated mixture of personal and collective meaning. This project 

presents a theory of environmental imagination as a foundation for sustainable behavior.  The 

theory set forth in this project therefore is grounded in lived experience yet grows through the 

power of imagination as it influences understanding and action. Such action, however, requires 

reflection on the theoretical level, as it is difficult to imagine a shift in individual and collective 

behavior without first understanding that which underpins action. Environmental imagination, as 

a capacity for shaping and reshaping one’s attitudes towards the environment, is also a capacity 

for aspiration, for envisioning a better and more connected relationship between humans, their 

activities, and the environment.  Therefore, this theory does not purport to solve any crises, but 

rather focuses on the power of environmental imagination to reimagine human relations to the 

environment at individual and collective scales.  
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CHAPTER 2  
 

EXPERIENCE AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
 

There is no dearth of abstract, ‘world-conscious’ philosophers 
who discover a universe by means of a dialectical game of the I 
and the non-I.  In fact they know the universe before they know the 
home, the far horizon before the resting-place; whereas the real 
beginnings of images, if we study them phenomenologically, will 
give concrete evidence of the values of inhabited space, of the non-
I that protects the I. 

Gaston Bachelard 
 

2.1   Introduction 

In this chapter, I focus on the world of lived experience within which the individual acts 

and participates in the constitution of meaningful relationships with worldly phenomena. Since 

the ēthos that I develop throughout this project is based on the interconnectivity of human being 

with its natural and built environments, this chapter is provides an analysis of the meaningfulness 

of the world of lived experience. I assess the realm of pre-theoretical, lived experience in my 

theory of environmental imagination because it is from personal experiences that the formation 

of a pre-reflective, contextualized ēthos emerges.   

In this chapter, I survey four approaches, drawn from the work of Uexküll, Heidegger, 

Husserl, and Ingold, to understanding the relationship between the environment and human 

being. These four accounts are comprehensive, sympathetic, and show how human relationships 

to the world are: primarily constituted by meaning (Uexküll); understandable through practice 

(Heidegger); inclusive of the projects of other beings (Husserl); and formative of how the rest of 

the world is envisioned relationally (Ingold). Such a contextualized ēthos takes human being as 

part and parcel of its environment, and thus finds moral import in the meaning derived from 

personal experiences of the natural world.  As Brown (2007) argues, “It is this meaningfully 

ordered and value-laden world of our direct experience, available to us in pre-metaphysical 
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experience of the world, that ultimately justifies all moral claims” (89; cf. Brown, 2004).  

In order to account for the wide spectrum of meaning emergent in experience, I begin 

with the ethological concept of the Umwelt formulated by biologist Jakob von Uexküll, followed 

by a synopsis of the phenomenological meaning of world and lifeworld5 in the work of 

Heidegger and Husserl. Carr (1970) points out that while Husserl describes something like the 

lifeworld in Ideas II he uses the term natürliche Weltbegriff, “natural world-concept” that 

concerns, “the construction of the personal, spiritual, or cultural world as opposed to the 

scientific or natural world” (332).  Husserl thus seems to have mulled the concept over for 

approximately two decades: Ideas II was published in 1917 and the Crisis material was worked 

on from 1934 – 1937, though the work remained incomplete as of Husserl’s 1938 death (Husserl, 

1970: xvi).  Because of this span of time, it is very likely that Husserl’s developing concept was 

inspired by Heidegger’s discourse on the concept of Welt in Being and Time. Thus, my analysis 

surveys Heidegger before Husserl.  I conclude with a further permutation of the concept of world 

in the work of anthropologist Tim Ingold.  Ingold’s simple yet effective description of the 

lifeworld as a world of concatenated spheres serves as a bridge to understanding the way 

environmental imagination structures and shapes understanding of the world and how, in turn, 

such an understanding shapes the environmental imagination.  

As a study of the way that one is situated amongst and between beings in a homely 

fashion, I show how the very concepts of Umwelt and lifeworld are non-dualistic descriptions of 

experience, and thus essential to understanding the contextual ēthos that I present in Chapters 3 

5 See David Carr’s introduction to the Crisis (Husserl, 1970) for the genealogy of the iterations of the ideas, 
concepts, and lectures represented by the published work.  It was originally published in 1954 under the German 
title, Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie: Eine Einleitung in die 
phänomenlogische Philosophie. Also, see Heidegger (1952: 52 – 89/2010: 50 – 85) and Carr (1970: 332); for a more 
recent comparison between the “phenomenological characterizations of the world” of Husserl and Heidegger see 
Overgaard (2004: 104 – 131). 
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and 4.  By analyzing biological, phenomenological, shared, and collective descriptions of the 

human environment, I more thoroughly elucidate the origin and endpoint of the interconnective 

ēthos of environmental imagination.  Finally, I conclude the chapter with an assessment of the 

way in which imagination plays a part in structuring the lifeworld such that experience comes to 

have a normative role in establishing conscious knowledge of moral relationships to the natural 

phenomena of the  world.  

2.2    Uexküll’s Umweltlehre 

In this chapter, the word subject should be understood in a phenomenological sense, as an 

intending being with a particular orientation to the world from a particular perspective.  Object 

therefore refers not to positivistic, universal properties necessarily inherent in the thing, but to a 

thing intended, that is, constituted as meaningful in such a way that the meaning is an emergent 

property of the co-constituted experience between attending subject and meaningful object.  

Constitution does not mean construction or solipsistic projection, but rather the ordering of 

perception in the unity of experience localized within a horizon of already manifest beings.  The 

constituted relationship between subject and object can only operate however in the midst of 

other, also already meaningful beings.  A subject is in the midst of other beings, and the 

meaningfulness of subjective experience understood from an individual’s perspective emerges in 

its relationships with the elements of its environment. Through its century-long development, the 

concept of lifeworld has been utilized to describe the various ways that beings navigate their 

surroundings, but neither environment nor perceiving being is reducible to the other or the 

correlation: both are inherent and fundamental to the nature of experience.  

Uexküll and Husserl were contemporaries, though aside from a shared interest in Kant’s 

philosophy and influencing a good deal of the same philosophers (Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, 
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Deleuze, etc.) the two thinkers, by all apparent accounts, were not aware of the work of the other. 

Among other things, Uexküll is noteworthy for making the uncommon German word Umwelt or 

“environment” into a biological concept – both as a necessary area of investigation for the 

discipline, but also as an expression of life.   

For Uexküll (1926), an Umwelt is not a possession or an ideal projection of meaning by a 

totalizing subject, but rather a unitary organization that conforms to a plan wherein “all things 

within it must react on one another” (71) in terms of an interrelated system of meaning.  He 

delineates Umweltforschung, “environment(al) research”: “So we may begin either by studying 

subjects or by investigating their appearance-worlds.  The one could not exist without the other” 

(ibid; emphasis added).  It makes no sense to speak of a subject without an Umwelt, or an 

Umwelt without a constituting referential subject.  The Umwelt, or “environment” for a subject is 

the world as lived; it is neither one’s immediate surroundings (Umgebung) nor the world as 

object (Welt).  Rather, the meaningful aspects of reality are created through the subjective 

experience of each subject.  

Uexküll’s Umweltlehre describes how a subject is at home via its interrelations with 

components of its environment.  There is no single, objective world where meaning is static and 

each object is only one thing; rather, “the biologist…maintains that there as many worlds as there 

are subjects” (1926: 70).  To illustrate this point, Uexküll provides a simple yet powerful 

observation about an oak tree and how it is variously meaningful to different subjects: lumber for 

an adult human; magical or fantastical for a human child; a subterranean den for a fox; a lofty 

bower for an owl; a springy avenue for a squirrel; a hunting ground for an ant (2010: 126 – 132).  

The selfsame object can even emit contradictory “perception signs” at the same time and place.  

The deciding factor on what the object means is what the object is for the subject, wherein is 
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should be read as a constituting relationship rather than an ontological category.  Uexküll writes 

of a tree: “the same parts are alternately large and small” and “its wood is both hard and soft; it 

serves for attack and defense” (ibid). Nor can one reason the other way around by adding all of 

the characteristics of the different world-views in an attempt to cobble together a universal oak 

tree, as “this would only give rise to chaos” (ibid).   But this chaos is not the chaos of relativism 

wherein only the human mind can get to the “real” tree, but rather a statement of the relational 

equality of meaning afforded every subject: Uexküll’s Umweltlehre does not allow for the 

priority of any particular meaning, only the priority of meaning itself in the constitution of world.  

Uexküll never developed the ethical implications of his Umweltlehre, but two points are 

focal to the kind of interconnective ēthos that I am propounding.  First, all life is equally 

meaningful as all life equally participates in the constitution of meaning with its environment.  A 

theory of human exceptionalism, e.g. anthropocentrism, necessarily begins with the principle that 

human meaning and value are categorically more important and worthy of consideration than the 

meaning and value evinced by other forms of life. This leads to the second point: Uexküll’s 

Umweltlehre describes how a subject is at home via its interrelations with components of its 

environment.  Uexküll’s Umweltlehre provides an interactive and relational grounding for the 

beings that comprise a world, because properties arise from a given relation rather than inhering 

statically “within” a being.  As Tønnesen argues, “a living being is not an isolated incident,” 

because, after all, “you cannot really value a subject without at the same time valuing the web of 

contrapuntal relations that it takes part in” (2003: 292).  That is, the starting point for an 

interconnective environmental ēthos is an analysis of the relationship between ontology and 

ecology – the way in which the world hangs together greatly influences the way that beings are 

understood to act and interact with one another.  As a foundation for an environmental ēthos, 
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Uexküll’s Umweltlehre proffers the human environment as constituted by a diversity of species, 

phenomena, and artifacts.  The collective to which humans are interrelated ethically may be 

theoretically reduced to include only humans, but when taken phenomenologically, it is only a 

matter of human value to construe a tree in terms of board-feet of lumber, rather than as the 

home and dwelling-place of other beings.   

Finally, such a shift of ethical groundwork would serve to “dethrone the authority of 

those simplistic assumptions which have for a long time legitimized the technological violation 

of the internal dynamics of living systems on the planet” (Hoffmeyer, 1995: 149).  Indeed, in 

order to build an image of a truly sustainable human being, the inherent moral standing of other 

species, and our undeniable relationships with them, must be restored and the full diversity of the 

world valued.  The human world consists not only of other members of Homo sapiens sapiens, 

but of all species, and an ēthos that recognizes such diversity will respond, imaginatively, with 

diversity, with many conceptions of value and expressions of life, rather than with a reductive 

manipulation that filters value and meaning through an unabashedly anthropocentric and human-

serving lens.  Such an environmental ēthos takes the moral standing of each species as coeval 

and provides a general foundation for an ēthos that pervades lived experience.     

2.3    Heidegger and Being-in-the-World 

In this section, I turn directly to phenomenological accounts of the environment in 

experience, and focus on the constitution and relational incipience of the meaningful world of 

human being.  I focus closely on the development of the concept due to the fact that the ethic that 

I propound in Chapters 3 and 4 flows directly from the manner in which experience informs 

ethical dispositions and worldviews. I argue that the world of experience arrives whole, 

containing all manner of interrelated natural and cultural meaning, and that rather than being a 
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set of abstract principles that hover over life, an ēthos is a means for traversing experience, for 

negotiating the world and understanding one’s place in it and amongst others.  

In turning to Heidegger, I utilize his explication of “being-in-the-world” as an extension 

of Uexküll’s Umweltlehre.  As such, Heidegger also focuses on how the constitution of the world 

reveals underlying assumptions of the value and meaning of that world.  As I show below, 

Heidegger’s critique of modernity, specifically of the triangular relationship between humans, 

their environment, and technology, aligns smoothly with Ingold’s distinction between 

understanding the world as an external globe or as a sphere, the encompassing lifeworld.  This 

latter concept is derived from Husserl, who insists that the lifeworld is not only constituted by a 

singular being-in-the-world, but is rather an intersubjective world, a sphere rich in constitutive 

diversity and alterity.     

Though Husserl seems chronologically prior, as Heidegger’s senior, in developing a 

phenomenological analysis of lived experience, it turns out that Heidegger expands the notion 

earlier than Husserl. Though Husserl does mention the natürlicher Weltbegriff in a transcript 

supplementary to the third part of Ideas II in 1913 (Carr, 1977: 203), that concept is at best a 

prototype of the lifeworld described in The Crisis of European Sciences, published in 1936. 

Husserl provides the concept’s most enduring name - Lebenswelt, but not until 1936 – and not 

until after having read Heidegger’s account of die Weltlichkeit der Welt (the worldhood of the 

world) and In-der-Welt-sein (being-in-the-world) in Being and Time (Carr: ibid).  

While Heidegger provides four meanings of “world” in Being and Time (GA2: 64 – 66), 

he reserves the term for his conception of being-in-the-world as a pre-ontological understanding 

of things in their context, inclusive of both the “‘public’ world [»öffentliche« Wir-Welt]” and 

“one’s own and nearest (homely) environment [»eigene« und nächste (häusliche) Umwelt]” 
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(ibid: 65)6.  This is the world of everyday, lived experience (in Heidegger’s terminology: an 

existentiell understanding of being) enacted upon a larger, ontological understanding of 

worldliness (Weltlichkeit).  In Elden’s less convoluted articulation, Heidegger conceives of world 

as “the wherein each Dasein ‘lives’, either the Mitwelt of shared experience, or the domestic 

Umwelt particular to a Dasein” (2006: 119 – 120).  In “On the Essence of Ground” (GA 9), a text 

contemporaneous with Being and Time and The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics (1927 – 

1930), Heidegger gives a historical reading of the concept of “world” from the Heraclitean 

kosmos through the Latin mundus to Kant’s “Welt” as found in the Critique of Pure Reason, and 

proffers various critiques along the way (37 – 39; cf. Marx, 1992: 87 - 88).   

After the exegesis, Heidegger offers another summary of the characteristics of world as it 

functions in his philosophy and as distinct from the tradition.  Stated tersely, and gathering the 

account from Being and Time, Heidegger construes world not as a totality of beings “out there,” 

but rather as a “mode of being,” of which only human being has it as a possibility.7  Heidegger 

calls world a “how” that discloses itself as a meaningful whole prior to transparent articulation, 

as a meaningful pre-condition for understanding the unity and interrelated nature of entities in 

the world.  As Heidegger sums up his historical account crowned by his own understanding of 

6 Both English translations of Sein und Zeit translate the parenthetical häusliche as “domestic”; Macquarrie and 
Robinson translate nächste as “closest,” while I follow Stambaugh’s rendering of “nearest” for the (perhaps only) 
implicit relationship between the homonyms close as in “a short distance away” and close as in “to cover an 
opening” – both of which share the same Latin root, claudere: “to shut, close; to block up, make inaccessible; put an 
end to; enclose; confine” from the Greek klobos [κλωβός] or “cage”.  All of the various thinkers that cover a notion 
of world or Umwelt stress the openness of the human world as a necessary component of its structure: new 
connections are made between entities; our horizons shift or expand such that entities in our world are understood in 
different ways; throughout the course of life and living the nature of experience and the very act of living represent a 
gradual and unfolding understanding of the world and one’s place in the midst of it.  Therefore, I have chosen to 
translate the phrase as used above in order to stress the way that we are at home in the world as an opening and 
focalizing being: we find ourselves in the midst of beings, but it is possible to be at-home in this midst rather than 
alienated, to live with the entities in our world as in our homes, rather than “domesticate” them.   
7 Cf. Heidegger’s (2010) discussion of the relationship between world, human being, and “having” wherein he 
claims, “in its very possibility this ‘having’ has its foundations in the existential constitution of being-in.  As a being 
essentially existing in this way, Dasein can explicitly discover beings which it encounters in the environment, can 
know about them, can avail itself of them, can have ‘world’” (58/ 54).  
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world, he claims: “The world thus belongs precisely to human Dasein, even though it embraces 

in its whole all beings, including Dasein” (GA9 39/112; cf. Heelan, 2002: 5).   

 Evident from at least as early as Being and Time, Uexküll’s Umweltlehre, and the idea 

that one can understand a being by studying the way that it negotiates and relates to its environs, 

strongly influenced Heidegger’s account of world.  While Heidegger does allow that animals 

have Umwelten, he distinguishes animal environments from human worlds based on the human 

ability to see an object as something other than what is allowed by species-specific, semiological 

boundaries.  On this point, Heidegger argues that while Uexküll’s theories of animal 

environments “are highly valued today” they are not fundamental enough interpretations because 

they fail to recognize that Dasein as “organism” represents a special type of animal due to its 

relationship to being – a similar criticism that Heidegger levels against all of philosophy in the 

opening pages of Being and Time (GA 29/30: 383/263).8   

Heidegger also makes similar distancing claims that radically separate humans from non-

human animals. For example in “Letter on Humanism” when he claims that the essence of 

human being consists in its relationship to world as being-in-the-world; that sets the meaning of 

human being off from other “living creatures” by an “abyss” that he associates with the fact that 

“plants and animals are lodged in their respective environments [Umwelten]” (230).  The source 

of Heidegger’s “ontological exceptionalism” (Toadvine, 2010: 79; Agamben 2004: 39) lies 

within the human capacity for language and its relationship to being (Heidegger 1993: 230).9 In 

8 Buchanan (2008) points out that aside from the general critique regarding Seinsvergessenheit, Heidegger’s critique 
of Uexküll closely resembles his critique of Kant, Schelling, and Nietzsche: “All were entertaining the advent of 
something altogether new; all came up just a little short in their analyses. Though he does not belong to the same 
pantheon as these others, Uexküll falls short in his own way too” (55).  That said, however, Uexküll was the most 
well regarded biologist by Heidegger as well as being the most heavily cited scientist by the philosopher (ibid: 46 – 
55; GA 29/30:261 - 268; Uexküll 2010:4).  
9 This is a very complicated theme that has been greatly developed within Heidegger scholarship.  For a recent 
compilation of work comprised of prominent Heideggerian philosophers and scholars, see (2013) Heidegger and 
Language, ed. Jeffrey Powell, Bloomington: Indiana U Press.  For a direct discussion on the role that language plays 
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short, language is an existential expression that discloses the world because in language things 

attain a certain endurance, a certain perduring persistence achieved by understanding this being 

as a unification of a being as such that one can thus attend to.  Heidegger excludes from animal 

life this potential to form a relationship to something as something other than as a meaningful 

object of a drive to act; lacking language, animals can still form relationships with the 

phenomena that constitute their environments, but since they lack the ability to form 

relationships with beings as such they are world-impoverished, and are never in the world in the 

way that Heidegger finds so inimitable about human being (GA29/30: 240 – 257). “Heidegger 

identifies this poverty or lack” argues Ted Toadvine (2010), “as the essential characteristic of 

animal being.” He continues: 

The animal is captivated by its world, incapable of escaping the limitations of its drives, 
which determine the structure and contents of its environments.  The animal is oriented 
toward the objects of its drives, but never towards them as objects or as beings.  (ibid: 79; 
emphasis in original) 
 

Though as McNeill (1999) notes, “there is no sense in which Dasein may thought to be ‘better’ 

than a living thing” (198). 

However, had Heidegger picked up the theme of the ontological divide between humans 

and animals after reading Uexküll’s Bedeutungslehre he may have shelved his misgivings of 

Uexküll’s Umweltlehre. In Theory of Meaning, the final text that he published, Uexküll (1940) 

gathers together all of Heidegger’s examples from the 1929/30 lecture course, and basically 

agrees with Heidegger’s fundamental positions regarding how ontologically distinct beings relate 

to other entities in their Umwelt: 

in world formation, see William McNeill (2005), The Time of Life: Heidegger and Ēthos, Albany: SUNY Press, 
135ff.  Charles Taylor, in his hermeneutical model of the self likewise prioritizes the role that language plays in the 
possibility of a self-reflectiveness, as he puts it, “There is no way we could be inducted into personhood except by 
being initiated into a language” (1989: 34).  
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The stone, which lies as a relationless object in the hand of the observer, becomes a 
carrier of meaning as soon as it enters into a relationship with a subject. Since no animal 
ever appears as an observer, one may assert that no animal ever enters into a relationship 
with an "object." Only through the relationship is the object transformed into the carrier 
of a meaning that is impressed upon it by a subject. (Uexküll 2010: 140) 
 

This distinction functions most efficaciously as a means of understanding that just because 

beings collaborate with their worlds in different manners does not mean that any one form of 

collaboration is authoritative: while the flower appears as decoration for a girl’s dress, it also 

equally shows itself as food to the cow (Uexküll, 2010: 143).  The overall point of the distinction 

is less anthropocentric and more anthropogenic: both Heidegger and Uexküll make the 

distinction between animal and human based on what they perceive to be analogous though 

incommensurable behavior (James, 2009: 41).  Beings in an animal subject’s Umwelt most 

certainly carry meaning, as do beings in a human Umwelt; but human beings, at least to some 

degree, can create, reform, and collaborate with each other to understand the meaning of their 

Umwelt as an intersubjective world that persists through time and history.   

The primary distinction then, becomes a matter of the human ability to prolong meaning 

beyond the experience and life span of the individual in the form of culture.  After all, Heidegger 

tells us that “where there is world, there are beings manifest” and the meaning of these beings is 

not restricted, as sight would be to one aspect, because, “manifold kinds of beings are manifest to 

[humans]: material things, lifeless nature, living nature, history, products of human work, 

culture” (GA29/30: 275).  The manner in which such a manifold of beings manifests is also a 

function of the meanings available to the contemporary collective – the culture – through which 

those beings are understood.    

As I show below, Heidegger’s critique of the modern paradigm that everywhere 

challenges and orders the natural world is an excellent example of what Ingold calls “globe 
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thinking,” a worldview which everywhere finds the world of existence ordered and orderly.  This 

understanding of the world affects both the way that humans interpret and act in the world.  

Within such world-formative, imaginative projection inheres the capacity for lived 

environmental interconnectivity, for realizing one’s life projects as conjoined with the ecological 

systems of the environment; but it also provides insight into such behavior that projects a 

disconnection, a disjointment of human and environment.  

Indeed, as Heidegger makes clear in “The Question Concerning Technology,” human 

culture can also take this manifest manifold and reveal it homogeneously, as has been effected in 

the last two centuries of human development.  As Heidegger (1954) explains, the modern 

paradigm reveals the environment only in terms of its resource value as a “standing reserve” 

[Bestand] wherein all non-human, environmental phenomena are understood according to their 

economic value, which is further in line with a narrow selection of human needs – mainly those 

enforced by the modern paradigm of mass consumption.  This totalized image of the world 

construes the human environment as essentially extricated from human being, “as the chief 

storehouse of the standing energy reserve” and eventually the human environment is indivisible 

from this image, and “man everywhere and always encounters himself” (27).  

However, while Heidegger correctly diagnoses the issue of a collective way of 

interpreting the world that subsequently holds sway as an ontological truth – the environment is 

only for human use – his description of being in the world, though general, remains an account 

of a singular being and its relationship to the world.  One must turn to Husserl for a richer, more 

intersubjective notion of being in the world as a constitutive of the world of lived experience, the 

lifeworld. 
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2.4    Husserl and Shared Worlds 

Thus far my account of the lifeworld has focused on its “natural” origins, or its biological 

roots as the necessary precondition for a lifeworld: human and non-human Umwelten. While 

humans indubitably share environments with other beings, and add their own ethical meaning 

into its functioning, the lifeworld is also shared by other humans that participate in our projects 

and in the constitution of phenomenal meaning.  An environmental ēthos of interconnectivity 

ordinates human activity at a shared as well as individuated level, and thus while the lifeworld 

begins with the individual, it by no means is limited only by individual experience.    

For Husserl, the limitations of human perception set the bounds for the disclosure of the 

lifeworld; the lifeworld in its most simple sense is the world of immediate perception, the world 

revealed in a non-thematic or pre-theoretical sense (Husserl, 1970: 48 – 49).  It is decisive then, 

that Husserl first describes the lifeworld in distinction from the mathematical reductionism of the 

sciences that reveals the world only in terms of primary, geometrical properties (Carr, 1970: 333 

– 334).  In contrast to this, the lifeworld is the world of experience from which scientific 

calculation and measurement abstracts, and of which its mechanical and materialistic 

determinations are, however successful, only interpretations (Husserl, 1970: 21 – 22, 42, 48, 52).  

Husserl calls the lifeworld, the “universe of what is intuitable by principle” (130), which means 

that the lifeworld is constituted by unmediated, direct relations between beings and thus serves as 

the concrete basis of experience for any type of theoretical abstraction.  Such a characterization 

represents nothing new in Husserl’s philosophy, as he had discussed the pre-theoretical world in 

earlier works, though his later focus on the lifeworld does incorporate the role of the body in 

perception much more integrally (Carr: 334).   
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The novelty of Husserl’s account comes rather in the implications of his distinction for 

the meaning of lifeworld: modern science and mathematics function as more than just 

interpretations of pre-scientific experience when the abstraction becomes taken up as the true 

account of experience (1970: 78 – 79).  Thus, the distinction points to the very heart of the 

matter: the world of mathematical reductionism abstracts from the everyday relationality of 

existence, and thus presupposes the consistency and continuity of the lifeworld.  Rather than 

establishing the basic conditions for understanding the world, science presupposes that the world 

must in some way already be knowable, intelligible, and meaningful.  The lifeworld is not a 

subjective projection constituted by historically contingent phenomena – a fate that would doom 

the veracity of first-person experience – but is an intersubjective field in which something like 

the laws and postulates of modern science can hold.  For Husserl, the lifeworld is primarily a 

shared world in which beings are accessible for others as well as for me, and so “objective” 

accounts of science draw their objectivity not from the exactitude of measurement, or 

universality of mathematical equations, but from the fact that beings in the world are unified 

totalities of which scientific discourse only discloses one aspect.10   

 Contra scientism, Husserl argues that the lifeworld discloses many aspects of reality that 

do not coincide with the univocal picture of the natural sciences, but are indicative of the 

multifarity of meaning that abounds in the lifeworld.  As a prime example of this, Husserl notes 

that our sense of lifeworld always retains a reference to the corporeality of existence.  The 

10 The relationship between the lifeworld and the discourses of modern, reductive science are also present 
throughout Heidegger’s work, but neither Heidegger nor Husserl abandon science as meaningless or false.  Rather, 
they insist that scientific knowledge accounts for but one of the many ways the manifestation of beings is 
interpreted: the problem lies, of course, in confusing the method of modern science with the nature of reality itself.  
After all, Heidegger does not say that the coal mine reveals something untrue or false about the land, but rather the 
land “appears differently” when brought-forth by the coalmine than by the peasant who cultivates the plenitude of 
the earth through planting (Heidegger, 1977: 15).  For a synopsis of Heidegger’s understanding of the unfolding of 
modern science in relationship to mathematics, see Glazebrook (2000), chapters 1 and 2.   Also see, Babette Babich 
(2012), “Heidegger’s Philosophy of Science and the Critique of Calculation: Reflective Questioning, Gelassenheit, 
and Life” in Heidegger on Science, ed. Trish Glazebrook, Albany: SUNY Press.  
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embodied nature of experience brings along with it various needs, preferences, and projects that 

in turn structure our relations to the world. But it is in the relationships to beings that the 

lifeworld begins to assume its characteristic features of meaningfulness and purpose.  

“Conscious of the world as a horizon,” writes Husserl, “we live for our particular ends, whether 

as momentary and changing ones or as an enduring goal that guides us” (379).   But, Husserl 

says that it is precisely in the pursuit of our own ends that we realize that our “personal life-task” 

co-constituted by subject and lifeworld, “is a partial task…. within a communal task…in a 

communal undertaking” (380).  While I may find personal tasks within the lifeworld, by this 

point, it should be obvious that while the life may be my own, the world is not.    

In the fifth Cartesian Meditation, after introducing and explaining the experience of 

intersubjectivity as the basis of subjectivity and thus of the lifeworld, Husserl (1931/1960) 

comments that while it is important to clarify how intersubjectivity is possible (cf. ibid: §54) “it 

is more important to clarify the community, developing at various levels, which is produced 

forthwith by virtue of experiencing someone else” (ibid: 120).  The lifeworld is thus a public and 

social world where each has “his experiences, his appearances and appearance-unities, his world-

phenomenon,” differentiable from the private world of inner experience (91).  Repeatedly, 

Husserl argues that this shared aspect of the world operates prior to any notions of subjectivity or 

the “ownness” of experience, and indeed makes them possible (92 – 94, 96 – 100, 106 – 112ff).   

But this shared sense of world as community still operates pre-theoretically, and in line 

with Husserl, this pre-theoretical sense of a shared lifeworld refers not to a universal essence of 

humanity, but rather to a general structure of human existence that makes sociality possible.  

From this general structure, the lifeworld achieves constitution in the practices, goals, and 

activities of those beings that share the world. In the case of humans, Husserl frames the 
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lifeworld in terms of two poles: the pre-theoretical structure of human experience out of which 

one recognizes that the world is, in Heidegger’s term, a “with-world” as a manifestation of 

being-in-the-world; and the higher-order norms and conventions built upon the former that reveal 

the world through what may be termed a “cultural horizon”: the shared meanings utilized by a 

community to interpret reality (cf. Dillon: 86 – 93).  In Experience and Judgment, Husserl (1973) 

refers to cultural meanings as “bound idealities” that “carry their reality with them and hence 

belong to the real world…to particular territories” (267).  Individuals that constitute the culture 

“activate” the cultural meaning of the world and thus the meaning becomes bound to a shared, 

cultural lifeworld.  

Thus Husserl states something common about human existence, that perception 

intimately defines our actions in the world, without essentializing humanity or demanding a 

“natural” state of proto-human being.  Modern science attempts to epistemological universality 

through abstraction from the lifeworld, but the lifeworld has only a general structure (despite all 

of its relative features) that does not pre-determine behavior or meaning.  Instead, it gives 

meaning to human behavior.  “This general structure” writes Husserl, “to which everything that 

exists relatively is bound, is not itself relative.  We can regard it in its generality and, with 

sufficient care, fix it once and for all in a way equally accessible to all” (ibid: 142; Carr: 336 – 

337).   

For Husserl, culture is both inevitable and an achievement of the human being-lifeworld 

relation that recognizes that the scope of human life oscillates from the individual to the 

collective. As I show in Chapters 3 and 4, images and imagination imbue such resonances with 

context and also provide the impetus for changing culture in order to realize a collective ēthos of 

environmental interconnectivity.  Such a change is achieved by the world-constitutive and 
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projective power of imagination to reveal the world in a particular way.  But such a collective 

ēthos requires more than just Husserl’s realization that science and mathematics skew 

perceptions of experience; indeed, an ethic that grows from the rhythm and flow of 

interconnected life requires a worldview outside the modern paradigm that locates human being 

as the prime inhabitant of the planet. Though Husserl does open the possibility that other beings’ 

experiences and projections constitute lived experience, he does not overcome the 

anthropocentric turns of Heidegger’s theory of being-in-the-world.  I turn to such an alternative 

view in the following section.  

2.4    Ingold and the Sphere of Human Existence 

I conclude this chapter by discussing a set of images from Ingold’s (1992) essay, “Globes 

and Spheres: The Topology of Environmentalism.”  Ingold develops and adopts 

phenomenological insights into human relationships with the environment throughout his work, 

and the images that he presents of the world as either a sphere (the “dwelt-in” world) or a globe 

(“a world apart”) capture both the spirit and intent of his overall work, as well as emphasizing 

the role that human practice plays in understanding the world as lived.  As such, the following 

analysis considers how an individual understanding of human being-in-the-world necessarily 

produces an image of the world that institutes a formative projection about the constitution of the 

world. Ingold’s images concisely gather together the more systematic and periphrastic accounts 

of Husserl and Heidegger into a simple, yet rich description of the human-environment 

relationship.  Finally, and unlike Husserl or Heidegger, Ingold applies his terminology as part 

and parcel of environmental thought, and thus it is perhaps appropriate that Ingold also 

incorporates Uexküll’s Umweltlehre into his anthropological writings.  Moreover, Ingold also 

fleshes out the role that imagination plays in navigating the lifeworld and construing 
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relationships with other worldly beings.  Whereas the previous thinkers were concerned with 

describing the world of lived experience, Ingold proffers a critique and alternative to 

anthropocentric worldviews that discount the value of the environment and background the 

natural world as a setting for human life.  

 Ingold (1993) begins by pointing out the inappropriateness of a phrase like “global 

environmental change” because “an environment, surely is that which surrounds, and can exist, 

therefore, only in relation to what is surrounded” (29; cf. Ingold: 1992: 40).  The image of the 

globe serves as a representation of comportment towards the planet that “signals a culmination of 

the process of separation” (1993: 29).  This process of separation of human from lifeworld as 

environment becomes possible only when the world is taken as an object for observation and 

speculation because the globe purports to represent the planet truly. But in the form of a globe, 

this representation always mandates that the human stand outside the globe, and in the case of 

the material object, that a human turn it, inspect it, and analyze the geopolitical and geographical 

lines that show not a world but an object for human domination.  The notion of this process as 

emergent in modern worldviews is the “absolute power of reason and its concomitant will to 

subordinate to itself every last nook of reality” which culminates in the “urge to a progressive 

rationalization of [the] life-world” as Werner Marx has described it (1992: 37). 

The oldest surviving globe, the Erdapfel or “earth apple” constructed in 1491 by Martin 

Behaim of Nuremberg, shows how deeply this image of a globe easily blends into human notions 

of empire, expansion, and command: it derives its name from the Reichsapfel of Nuremberg, a 

Christian artifact in the shape of a globe that symbolized “Christian dominion over the cosmos,” 

and was further associated with the Reichskleinodien or the regalia of the Holy Roman Empire 

(Brubaker, 1985: 564). The City Council of Nuremberg contracted Behaim to build the globe 
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after his world travels and then-current colonial expeditions of the Spanish, including 

Christopher Columbus (Morris, 1855: 11 – 32). As Behaim proclaims in his own account of the 

intent behind the globe’s construction: 

Be it known that on this Apple here present is laid out the whole world according to its 
length and breadth in accordance with the art geometry…wherefore let none doubt the 
simple arrangement of the world, and that every part may be reached in ships, as is here 
to be seen. (Lester 2009: 233 – 44; emphasis added) 
 

That is, the globe assumes the possibility of complete, objective knowledge of the world: in fact, 

this kind of “globe-thinking” treats the planet itself as an object, but not a human world, or 

environment: “[it] is not a lifeworld, but a world apart from life” (Ingold, 1993: 30).  

For the human environment, the lifeworld, Ingold proffers the image of a sphere. He 

introduces the concept of a sphere as inspired by ancient astronomers and their conception of the 

cosmos, with the notion that rather than surrounding the meaningful world, we are surrounded by 

it at an experiential center.  “Spheres…were to be seen from within” (ibid: 31) with a sort of 

centrifugal outlook that begins with the organism in its environment, because, echoing Merleau-

Ponty, spheres provide invisible structure to the world (cf. Chapter 4).  Finally, the dialectic 

between spherical and global images informs the way that human practices comport with an 

outlook of the world: globe-thinking posits a being outside the world, whereas spherical-thinking 

begins with a being-in-the-world (ibid: 33).  

Roepstroff (2003) claims that Ingold presents the two outlooks as “polarised” and that a 

way out of this opposition is to “develop practices that ensure a movement, metaphorical or real, 

between the…perspectives and ways of communicating and acknowledging the characteristics of 

the knowledge derivable from each perspective” (138 – 139). Ingold does, however, realize that 

each outlook “contains the seeds of the other.”  He continues:  
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To regard the world as a sphere is at once to render conceivable the possibility of its 
logical inverse, the globe; and of course vice versa. We could say that both perspectives 
are caught up in the dialectical interplay between engagement and detachment, between 
human beings’ involvement in the world and their separation from it, which has been a 
feature of the entire history of Western thought and no doubt of other traditions as well. 
(1993: 39)   
 

Rather than seeing the two outlooks as mutually exclusive and opposed, Ingold recognizes that 

each is a possible stance that a human being can assume vis-à-vis the world and therefore 

logically connects with the other outlook.  Ingold’s concern lies not in denigrating a global 

outlook, which is not coterminous with globe-thinking (ibid), but describing the effects that such 

thinking has upon human conceptions of world. 

If I accept the image of the world as a globe, then my encounters with beings will 

necessarily find constitution in a comprehensive manner that assumes the total commensurability 

of experience and the knowledge that comes along with it. I array this knowledge, for example, 

in the case of lines of latitude and longitude, on top of the globe in a final, unifying completion 

of my concept of world.  Globe-thinking pre-structures my comportment to experience such that 

I understand less how I relate to the world than how my abstracted knowledge relates to itself. 

“In short,” summarizes Ingold, “from a global perspective, it is on the surface of the world, not at 

its centre, that life is lived” (ibid: 34).  Channeling the spherical view that Ingold speaks of, 

Klaver invokes the interrelationaliy of “sphere-thinking” as evinced by the way that rivers and 

waters interconnect the various spheres that inform the very notion of lifeworld: 

Water gives rhythm and pulse to life. Moving through any living entity—our bodies, the 
land, the atmosphere, and our cultures—water connects, transports, and transforms. Earth 
has a biosphere because it has a hydrosphere. Earth has a culture sphere because it has a 
hydrosphere. (2012: 10) 
These spheres, rather than overlaying one another in the sense of spheres that cover and 

thus occlude one another, express the way that spheres of meaning interact and transform one 
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another (Ingold, 1993: 35).  Thus, in globe-thinking, the domain of human life sits on top of 

everything else on the planet, rather than emerging from it.  In sphere-thinking, human culture 

and life unfolds as a process interconnected with the lifeworld, not as over against a separated 

world of objects. The image of a globe, “presents us with the idea of a preformed surface waiting 

to be occupied, to be colonized first by living things, and later by human (usually meaning 

Western) civilization” explains Ingold, confirming the imperialistic context out of which the 

globe-image found so much success (ibid).    

Thus, there are two possible outcomes of the preceding analysis. The lifeworld-as-globe 

divides human being from the environment because it posits, lifting from Behaim’s quote above, 

the non-human world as already and completely laid out, as knowable and of simple, geometric 

arrangement, and finally, as wholly appropriable by the means of human ingenuity and 

technique. As Ingold states, from this outlook and the implications that flow from it, “images of 

property abound” and it’s a short step to assuming that the planet belongs to humans who are 

responsible for managing and controlling its processes (37).  The spherical view of the world, 

however, recognizes that human culture evolves with various interconnecting spheres that gather 

into the experiential nexus of a lifeworld that resonates with the cycles, rhythm, and pulse of life: 

human practice and activity happen within constantly changing and surrounding environs, not to 

a world that must be managed through intervention. 

 These images from Ingold are important because they propose a new way of thinking of 

the relationship between the local and the global, but also because they add to the discourse 

surrounding notions of locality and globality generally construed pithily as “think globally, act 

locally.”11 Supposedly, the wonderfully titled Cities in Evolution by Patrick Geddes, an early 20th 

11 The origins of this phrase are surprisingly difficult to work out despite the ubiquity of its contemporaneous use, 
though René Dubos generally receives credit as the author of the dictum. Indeed, the phrase itself has been linked 
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century Scottish biologist, sociologist, and town planner inspired this phrase, though no record 

exists of him uttering it. The connection to Geddes, however, seems untenable because his 

approach to city planning and studying the natural world was much more spherical than global in 

its approach. As an example of the spherical outlook, Geddes discouraged “heroic, all of a piece 

schemes” in favor of building with a “‘local’ character” attained only “in the course of adequate 

grasp and treatment of the whole environment and in active sympathy with the essential and 

characteristic life of the place concerned” (1915: 397; cf. Mumford, 1947: 10). From a global 

perspective, every action and possibility has already been figured into a totality of what is, such 

that acting locally in a way that is attuned to the locality becomes distorted, becomes an 

incomplete fragment potentially interchangeable with any other locality; such is the necessary 

indifference to context essential to the global view operative as a hypothetical “view from 

nowhere” that Nagel employed as an image of pure objectivity (1986: 56, 67 - 70).   

Nagel, writing just a few years prior to the publication of Ingold’s essay, utilizes a similar 

metaphor in the image that he uses to explain what he means by objectivity, or in the present 

analysis, globe-thinking.  As a counterpoint to the interconnectivity of the human lifeworld that 

the spherical outlook stresses, thinking globally stresses detachment from an individual lifeworld 

and all of the meaning therein:  

A view or form of thought is more objective than another if it relies less on the specifics 
of the individual’s makeup and position in the world, or on the character of the particular 
type of creature he is.  The wider the range of subjective types to which a form of 
understanding is accessible – the less it depends on specific subjective capacities – the 
more objective it is.  A standpoint that is objective by comparison with the personal view 
of one individual may be subjective by comparison with a theoretical standpoint still 
farther out.  The standpoint of morality is more objective than that of private life, but less 

with an entire generation of which I happen to be a part, see Winograd, Morley and Michael D. Hais (2009) 
“Millenials Think Globally, Act Locally” New Geography, http://www.newgeography.com/content/00938-
millennials-think-globally-act-locally.   
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objective than the standpoint of physics.  We may think of reality as a set of concentric 
spheres, progressively revealed as we detach gradually from the contingencies of the 
self” (1986: 5). 
 

On the other hand, “acting locally” requires practices that spiral out from the individual 

centrifugally from an embedded view from somewhere, and gather the various phenomenal 

adumbrations that constitute the lived world as unfolding through space and time.  An ēthos that 

proceeds from the lifeworld, from embedded experience within an environment, also reflects this 

duality and the cry to “act locally” is focused into understanding that causes of behavior and 

effects of actions have both a proximal and distant resonance.  

The “globe-thinking” mentioned in the present context, however, is not the only way to 

understand globalization or the planet in its totality (Heise, 2008: 22 – 26), but is rather a critique 

of reductive images of human being-in-the-world.  Finding identification or connection through a 

comprehensive image of the planet need not necessitate a subsequent interpretation of the globe 

as completely known, separable, and graspable by human agency. Rather, global connection is 

possible through the type of spherical understanding of the lifeworld here propounded because 

“sphere-thinking” stresses the interconnection of the global with the lifeworld. While a global 

outlook may be achieved by expanding “spherically” the sense of the local ever outward, the 

reverse is impossible because beginning with an image of the world as a globe and then honing 

in on the meaningful constitution of the lifeworld remains blind to the role of the individual who 

is constituted by the interconnections essential to the constitution of the lifeworld. 

Ingold (1993a) claims that an “ontology of engagement,” concomitant with the nested 

spheres that image the lifeworld, flourishes most strongly “through…attentive engagement, 

entailed in the very process of dwelling” (38 – 39).  Such practical dealings have a way of 

lingering in the world; the cultural sphere of practice interlocks seamlessly with the lived world: 
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“meaning inheres in the relational properties of the dwelt-in world” (Ingold, 1993b: 465).  This 

styling of reality, the weaving of the “tapestry of meaning” commensurable with the lived world 

of ongoing projects requires imagination, which Ingold characterizes (but not only in this way) 

as a “[reflexive] quality of attention embodied in activity itself” (ibid). The invisible structure of 

the lifeworld, and the meaningfulness from which value springs, affords the rich meaning and 

multifarity of value that emerges from engagement with such a world and its inhabitants.   

2.6    Conclusion 

Uexküll’s Umweltlehre ushers in a concrete way of understanding the priority of the 

relationship between any being and its world, a proto-ethical sense of dwelling that resists the 

isolation of humanity from the plenitude of its environment.  Indeed, Uexküll’s emphasis on the 

priority of meaning that abounds in the environment, as evinced by the diversity of beings with 

which humans share environments, is a solid foundation upon which an environmental ethic can 

be built.  Heidegger’s concept of being-in-the-world, moreover, concisely elaborates just how 

decisively humans shape their environments when human intentionality is the only meaning 

projected, and thus recognized, in the environment. That is, in Heidegger’s critique the modern, 

collective interpretation of the environment only reveals it in terms of human use, as both the 

wellspring and mirror of human utilization.  Husserl, however, provides a way to shatter this 

globe-thinking when he argues that changes to the individual constitution of the lifeworld 

resonate within the broader cultural horizon of the shared world.  Therefore, such totalizing 

projection as described by Heidegger can be undone or replaced when the origin of such 

projection is altered, when the decisive meaning of the projection is fundamentally changed.  The 

continuity of meaning, the negotiation of the richness of experience, and the ability to gather and 

project such meaning into the future as being in the world, is the work of the imagination.  This 
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is because Ingold associates the “in” of the dwelt-in world with the activity of imagination, and 

the world with the products of imagination whose “forms are generated and held in place only 

with the current of imaginative activity” (ibid).  Necessarily, such a power of imagination 

represents a capacity very much in tune with experience, rather than one that flees from reality to 

fancy.   

As the world of imagination is the lived world of experience, imagination does not create 

the world in the sense of solipsistic conjuring.  Rather, imagination forms (or, enforms) the world 

of perception such that meaning is made determinate as experience, and acquires its shape and 

sense through the architectonics of the imagination.  In order to live out an ēthos of 

interconnectivity, such a characteristic must first make sense within the woof and warp of life as 

individual images of environmental connectivity will necessarily vary from place to place and 

human to human, and adopting PEB may require that such images remain dynamic and mutable. 

It is to such an ontology of engagement that I turn to in the following two chapters 

wherein I formulate the process by which our moral comportments to the world issue forth from 

the environmental imagination as a form of engagement with ontology. A lifeworld ēthos is 

necessarily an ethic of relationality and connectivity and it considers both the local and the 

global meaning constituted by such an ēthos.  Starting with individual, lived experience, rather 

than collective, abstracted rules, allows for an ethic that is mutable yet grounded in the 

vicissitudes of life and the requirements of environmental flourishing, and furthermore orients 

the center of ethics in experience, not prescribed rules that would dictate the unfolding of 

experience.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE CONSTITUTIVE PRINCIPLE 
 
3.1    Introduction 

“The story of imagination” writes Richard Kearney, “needs to be told” (1998: 6).  And, to 

a certain degree, this story has been told time and again since Plato’s epistemological and 

metaphysical verdict against eikasia, or the ability to create a symbolic stand-in, an icon, and 

phantasia, or the ability to understand reality as a synthesis of the powers of the mind and body, 

in the Republic (ibid: 79 – 105).  The story of imagination has taken many forms – both negative 

and positive – and has undergone many interpretations throughout the history of Western 

thought.  The imagination is, by all accounts, protean in essence: its ability to withstand a 

multiplicity of interpretations also speaks to its functional versatility, and any totalizing account 

automatically sets itself up for objection, or unwittingly births contradiction and confusion upon 

close scrutiny.   

There are however, sides to the story that have yet to be told or fully accounted for. Two 

such under-developed discourses are the direct impact that imagination plays in ethics and moral 

formation, and the role of imagination in environmental thought.  I say under-developed because, 

while the story of imagination goes back at least to the Greeks, new additions to the story have 

found traction in philosophical discourse only in the last two decades, courtesy of empirical 

research in cognitive science (cf. Johnson (1993) and McLean and Kromkowski (2003)). I say 

direct because many works in both the fields of ethics and environmentalism may use the word 

or invoke the faculty of imagination, yet do not provide a systematic account of how imagination 

directly affects or informs either morality or accounts of the environment.  I argue that first 

person experience of the environment morally informs any understanding of the relationship 
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between one’s self and the natural environment.  Throughout, I stress the ways in which 

imagination informs ethics and experience, and thus how environmental imagination is a 

capacity to connect human being to the environment in a morally transformative way that 

envisions oneself as interconnected with processes and products of the environment.  

Furthermore, focusing on imagination allows me to assume a commonality of human 

experience that precludes universalized notions of human reason or a universal ethic that 

attempts to homogenize human relationships.  While an ethicist may strive for general agreement 

or understanding for broad moral prescriptions – “do not kill” or “do not mistreat animals” – 

there is no indication that humans experience ethical situations in such universal circumstances.  

More realistically, humans experience singular, contextualized ethical situations that emerge 

from particular conditions.  Such particularities generally break down a one-size-fits-all approach 

to ethics in favor of a more open, unique, and biographical response to whatever ethical 

conundrum presents itself to experience.  Thus, I utilize the concept of ēthos for understanding 

the normative, but not yet theoretical world of practical engagements with the environment.  

As such, I am not propounding an ethic in the sense of an ethical theory that offers 

detailed prescriptions of the “correct way” to deliberate ethically, nor do I offer solid 

proscriptions regarding behavior to be avoided as purely unethical or immoral.  As I discussed in 

Chapter 1, environmental imagination, as disclosed in this project, is akin to a virtue ethic in that 

it promotes being the kind of person who behaves sustainably and adopts a worldview based on 

PEB.   

Rather, the individual environmental imagination more closely resembles the 

development of an ēthos (ἔθος), which, according to several ancient sources, has as much to do 
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with behavior as it does to the place in which that behavior is performed and understood.12  As 

Lehmann (1967) states, it is “instructive to recall that the term was first applied not to humans, 

but to animals” (24) in the sense of a habitat.   An ēthos is thus very much entrenched and 

interrelated with an individual’s environment – it forms the base for both “ethics” and 

“ethology,” a connection seen more vividly when ἔθος is translated, following the Illiad as 

“accustomed/established place” (6.511) or habitat, formed by the customs or habits (ἤθεα) of its 

inhabitants (Aristotle EN 1103a 15 – 20, 1139a1, 1179b 23 - 26 cf. Rozzi, 2012: 40).  Habitats, 

as Rozzi points to in the title of his article, “Biocultural Ethics: Recovering Vital Links between 

the Inhabitants, Their Habits, and Habitats,” are shaped by the habits of their inhabitants (ibid).  

Moreover, as evident from its usage in Aristotle’s ethical and biological writings (HA 487a11ff), 

ἔθος is a term that applies to both human and non-human animals, in terms of where they dwell 

and how they act.  Therefore, what I recount below is not a delineation of ethical rules, but rather 

is an attempt to understand how the realm of human experience co-ordinates with the scope of 

human being in the development of a moral habitat, defined by Erhard (2007) as, “[a] web of 

moral life” (11).13  I will thus employ the adjective and predicate ethical, but as pointing to the 

meaning of ēthos, rather than the philosophical field of ethics as normative value theory. 

First, however, I need to flesh out a more thorough and historically informed account of 

imagination that draws on the depth of wisdom to be gained from a multi-disciplinary discourse.  

I cannot hope to provide an exhaustive account of imagination, but that was never at issue: no 

12 Cf. Homer, Iliad 6.511, Odyssey 14.411; Herotodus, The Histories, on human homes: 1.15, 157; on customs: 2.30, 
35, 4.106; Hesiod, Works and Days, “abodes of humans”: 167, 525; on manners and customs: 137; on character: 67, 
78.  
13 Erhard’s eventual focus is developing a sense of moral agency from three “natural-cultural contexts: indigenous 
Northeast American (Algonquian, primarily Mi’kmaq) traditions, the Hebrew Bible, and post-Cartesian science” (4). 
She continues with her thesis: “The exploration of these diverse nature-cultures serves two interrelated purposes. 
One is to acknowledge the role of the whole biotic community in the formation of an ethos. The second is to provide 
illustrations of how moral agency is constructed in a variety of terms other than those familiar to Western 
modernity” (ibid.).  
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one theory could ever adequately describe the phenomenon called human imagination.  Rather, 

by tracing several intersecting accounts of imagination at work, I set the ground for theorizing 

the imaginative nature of human ethical relationships to others and the wider world. As I am 

seeking an expansive and original analysis of imagination, and the faculty has been fruitfully 

(though not always apologetically) discussed for millennia, I begin with, arguably, one of the 

roots of our current ecological crisis: ancient Greek philosophy. 

A general argument that spans disciplines, philosophical movements, and environmental 

treatises of varied content, is that ancient Greek philosophy is ambiguous at best and 

anthropocentric at worst when it comes to valuing the natural environment.  Referencing the 

myriad works that assume one of these positions, or some other in the spectrum between, would 

produce an unmanageable bibliography, but there are several foundational sources that explore 

the relationship between ancient Greek philosophy and our current ecological crises.  See, for 

example: Glazebrook (2003, 2000a, 2000b) Plumwood (1993), Hargrove (1989), and White, Jr., 

(1967).  This, of course, is not the only version of the story; for sources that locate responsible, 

positive, or responsive environmental attitudes in Greek philosophy, cf. (Boudouris and 

Kalimtzis, 1999); and (Westra and Robinson, 1997). 

In this chapter, I focus on the imagination as a capacity of the individual to be connected 

to the environment in the rhythm and flow of experience that includes both natural and built 

environments.  I focus on two major moments of development in the philosophical history of 

imagination theory.  I begin with Plato and Aristotle as the first Greek philosophers to discuss at 

length the many forms and powers of human imagination.  While Plato is wary of the mimetic 

powers of the imagination, Aristotle finds it integral to all thought, as a synthesis of intellection 

and sensory experience. The link between imagination and ethics, however, is inchoate within 

 44 



 

Aristotle’s work.  While Aristotle finds all human existence shot through with phantasia, the 

work of linking it to ethical comportments is a matter of recent, not ancient, scholarship.14  

While acknowledging the wide gap between the epochs, I pick up with the next major 

development manifest in Kant’s critical philosophy.  Kant redacted the role of imagination in his 

work from an indispensable force that bridges the gap between the senses and the understanding 

to a faculty (in)subordinate to reason.  I supplement his account of the productive, autonomous 

transcendental imagination with the phenomenology of Heidegger, and in the following chapter, 

Husserl and Merleau-Ponty.   

Whereas Aristotle remained largely silent regarding the role of imagination in ethics, 

Kant remains skeptical (1785: 418 – 19) about imagination in his works on moral philosophy 

(ibid: 82; cf. Coeckelbergh, 2007: 134 – 136).  The way in which his first Critique figures 

imagination into the phenomenality of existence, however, provides the means by which the 

imagination finds phenomenological grounding.  Though phenomenologists are hesitant to speak 

of ethics, Kant provides the first means for understanding the role that imagination plays in 

practical reasoning and moral deliberations.  I conclude the chapter with a further theoretical 

development of the constitutive principle that evinces its ethical import.  

3.2   Greek Beginnings 

There is no real theory of the imagination for the Pre-Socratic philosophers, though their 

fragmentary writings exhibit the need for imaginative thinking when building a theory to account 

for originary substance (ἀρχή), change, and the existence of the world.  Kearney locates the root 

of Plato’s condemnatory account of imagination in the myth of Prometheus with its overtones of 

ethical transgression and usurpation of divine power and provenance (1998: 79 – 87).  So even 

14 See, for example: Jana Noel (1997) “Interpreting Aristotle’s Phantasia and Claiming its Role in Phronesis” 
Philosophy of Education: 289 – 296; Deborah Achtenberg (2002) Cognition of Value Aristotle’s Ethics: Promise of 
Enrichment, Threat of Destruction. Albany: SUNY Press; Coeckelbergh (2007), and Long (2011).  
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before direct philosophical accounts, the Greeks already recognize the empowering and 

controversial impact of imagination on human life.  For instance, Thales’ claim that everything is 

of water, a hypothesis that stretches the boundaries of both reason and empirical evidence, shows 

that the power of the Greek imagination was well instituted into theoretical accounts.  The list 

could continue: the atoms of Democritus, the paradoxes of Zeno, Parmenides’ poetic account of 

the nature of being, etc., all imply a great force of imagination.   

In none of their fragments, however, is there any reference to eikasia or phantasia, the 

two Greek words generally rendered as imagination.  Both words have to do with the ability to 

produce or have images – eikones, eidola, phantasmata.  But, eikasia has more to do with 

reproducing and copying images, while phantasia has to do with the manner in which 

phenomena (not necessarily images) are manifest (Cocking, 1991: 13; Peterson, 1928: 630).  The 

English imagination is derived from Latin imago, a term that Cicero used to translate the Greek 

eikon (Welch, 1935: 25 – 26), an image, copy, or likeness – from eiko – of a thing.  While 

eikasia provides the etymological foundation of imagination, the meaning of the term, as the 

work of an ensouled being, comes from phantasia.  Phantasia, from phaino – “to appear” or in 

Heidegger’s words, “to bring into daylight, to place in brightness” (H25/29) – ultimately derives 

from light (phaos), or that which allows one to see and thus “that within which something can 

become manifest, visible in itself” (ibid).  Of the two terms, Plato dedicated more of his energies 

to discussing the deleterious impact that eikasia has on knowledge, the soul, and the constitution 

of society; Aristotle, however, elevates phantasia to a process or activity, and unlike Plato, takes 

up a thorough account of phantasia and the role it plays in all animal life (Mclean, 2003: 5 – 7).  

3.3    Plato and Imagination 

The present inquiry into imagination, with the environment as its dyadic corollary, will 
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follow the line of Hargrove’s thinking and posit that while the pre-Socratics inform the shape of 

philosophical debate from Plato on (1989: 20 - 21), they never formed any direct theories about 

the environment or ecology.  It is not until Plato that any time is spent on the imagination, or any 

comment made on the environment and philosophy.15 Plato’s verdicts on imagination constitute 

the majority of negative opinions regarding imagination that one finds in the intellectual history 

of philosophy; for Plato, the imagination is dangerous, irrational and subject to error.  It also 

transgresses traditional hierarchies, such as those between mind and body, and truth and opinion.  

In the Republic, in the analogy of the Divided Line, Plato regards the imagination as the 

most impoverished form of knowledge concerning the sensible world (509d – 513e).  This 

impoverishment is double: not only is the imagination the lowest form of sensible knowledge, 

but sensible knowledge is the lowest arena of knowledge possible. Imagination is, 

epistemologically speaking, the lowest of the low.  Indeed, until one leaves the realm of the 

sensible, any type of firm knowledge regarding reality remains unattainable.  The natural, 

sensible world and the knowledge that accords with it are quickly denigrated by Plato to shadows 

and mere things.  And of course it must be remembered that those who lead the citizens of 

Socrates’ imaginary city most quickly to sensible knowledge are also the most imaginative and 

the first to be expelled: the poets.  

  In books II and III of the Republic, Plato argues that the poets tell stories of the gods that 

are contradictory, misleading, base, and full of events that are not appropriate for the education 

of children (378c – e).  As the gods are to serve as the “role models” for the city that they are 

building, the poets must not show the gods “in different forms at different times” (380d), but 

rather should only tell stories that are pious, advantageous to the harmony of the city, and 

15 Though recent work has been done that aligns some Pre-Socratic thought with environmental philosophy.  See, for 
example, section II of: David Macauley, Elemental Philosophy: Earth, Air, Wind, Fire as Environmental Ideas, 
Albany: SUNY Press, 2010. 
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consistent with one another (380b – c).  Near the end of their discussion on education, Socrates 

provides an image of how destructive such discordant, inconsistent and blasphemous poetry can 

be to the soul: when someone “unrelentingly” listens to the music of the poets, “his soul is 

melted and dissolved until it vanishes, and the very sinews of his soul are cut out” (411a – b).  

The ability of poets to connect citizens with their more “base” or sensible proclivities must be 

silenced.  In one stroke, Plato has banished the imaginative act and the natural impulse from the 

city.  In the Ion, Socrates deduces that the poetic act will not emerge until the poet has been 

“inspired and put out of his senses and his mind is no longer in him” (534b); which is to say, the 

poetic imagination is a form of divine madness.   

Plato’s major suspicion regarding the imagination is indubitably bound up with his 

critique of mimesis and the fear that the mimetic function of art will lead one to believe that 

objects in the world, of human or natural creation, are real (598c).  Rather, it is the suprasensible 

realm of the forms that is real, eternal, unchanging, and stable (596a – 597b).  The physical, 

natural world is in a constant process of becoming, and so any knowledge of the natural world is 

epistemologically suspect (596e).  That is, the mimetic process of the imagination leads one to 

believe that that which is in constant becoming is real until “he himself can’t distinguish between 

knowledge, ignorance, and imitation” (598d).  The art of mimesis is thus related to eikasia, the 

lowest type of knowledge that deals with imitations of appearances [phantasmatos] (598b), 

images [eikones] of originals (510b), and with only incomplete and partial knowledge (510b), or 

as Socrates finally puts it in Book X: “Then imitation [mimetiké] is far removed from the truth, 

for it touches only part of each thing and a part that is itself only an image [eidolon]” (598b).  

The limitations of eikasia align it with the beginning scene of the cave image, and thus the 
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imagination itself represents the means of imprisonment for those who “in every way believe that 

the truth is nothing other than the shadows of artifacts” (515c; cf. Mclean: 5). 

Continual use of the imagination, or appeal to the senses, creates a bad regime (politeia) 

in both the city and soul, and as the oft-quoted line from the Phaedrus indicates, Plato, through 

Socrates, does not believe that the natural world, “the countryside and trees,” have anything to 

teach him (230d).  The knowledge that would lead Socrates to study the natural world would 

necessarily have him invoke his most natural – that is, sensible – faculties, opining on the data of 

the senses and imagination. As Hargrove (1989) argues:  

This remark [from the Phaedrus] is quite serious and follows directly from Plato’s 
epistemological belief that knowledge is gained by dialectical reasoning and 
contemplation of the forms, not by study of the world of nature. (27) 
 

Hargrove invokes the forms of knowledge that accord with the intelligible world, but I am 

completing the account by highlighting the metaphysically deleterious effect of entertaining the 

natural world as a locus of education for the soul.  In the work of Plato one finds the coupling of 

the lowest forms of knowledge and the environment.  If philosophy for Plato is a process of 

educating the soul to move upward beyond the world of becoming to the world of being, then 

any form of knowledge outside of this process could claim that “it is not possible even to think 

without phantasmatos” (DM: 450a).16  This claim would be regarded by Plato as ignorance and 

the object of such knowledge as spurious.  It is however, the fundamental assertion for 

Aristotle’s theory of imagination, which he develops well beyond the skeptical treatment offered 

by Plato. 

 

16 Φαντασματος is generally translated as “an image” but as I show below, images or mental pictures rarely make 
sense in the majority of contexts within which Aristotle mentions imagination. 
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3.4    Aristotle and Imagination17  

As with so many other philosophical topics, Aristotle re-envisions imagination beyond 

the limits that Plato construes, and rather than focusing on the deleterious epistemological and 

metaphysical tendencies that Plato thought were essential to the faculty, Aristotle argues for a 

sense of phantasia (the faculty for entertaining that which appears) that is foundational to life 

and the coherence of the world. While a complete excursion into Aristotle’s treatment of the 

faculty of the imagination would take the current inquiry far afield, I draw on Aristotle’s 

philosophy throughout the current project; therefore here I address a few important points from 

his imagination theory and conclude with a general development of this theory into a more 

semiological account of imagination that realizes phantasia as fundamental to the processes that 

govern the functioning of life.  Aristotle provides his most systematic account of imagination in 

On the Soul, a monograph devoted to describing the phenomenon of life; Heidegger calls the 

treatise an “ontology of life” (GA 22, 153) that Aristotle carries out through a phenomenology of 

living being.18  

The role and capacities of imagination have been interpreted in a plethora of ways since 

the time of Plato, but Aristotle is the first philosopher to analyze critically how the imagination 

works. In On the Soul, he situates his first account of imagination in his description of animal 

life. The imagination works both productively and reproductively, though the main ability that 

Aristotle focuses on is the combinatory and synthesizing power of imagining.  For Aristotle, the 

17 In this section and others that focus on Aristotle’s philosophy, the following abbreviations apply for these works: 
On the Soul/De Anima (DA), On Dreams/De Insomniis (DI), On Memory and Recollection/De Memoria et 
Remeniscentia (DM), On the Movement of Animals/De Motu Animalium (DMA), Metaphysics (M), Nicomachean 
Ethics (EN). 
18 For more on Heidegger’s phenomenological reading of Aristotle, see Theodore Kisiel, The Genesis of 
Heidegger’s Being and Time, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993, ch. 5; Josh Michael Hayes, 
“Deconstructiong Dasein: Heidegger’s Earliest Interpretations of Aristotle’s De Anima,” The Review of Metaphysics 
(2007), 61 (2): 263 – 293.  
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imagination is necessarily linked with sense perception or aisthesis (DI: 459a), human 

intellection or thought (DA: 427b), and a whole slew of other aspects of life: dreams, 

hallucinations, memory, aesthetic judgment, artistic creation, etc.  Phantasia is generally 

implicated throughout Aristotle’s accounts of human experience, and he even extends the faculty 

of imagination to animals – and when pushed, one could make the claim for plants as well.19   

In his account, the imagination is a matter of activity rather than an ability to abstract 

epistemological referents, in the form of mental images, from experience (DM 450a).  As such, 

Aristotle attributes the faculty to animals with an important distinction: animals only have 

sensible imaginations whereas humans also have a deliberative or “logistical” imagination 

[phantasia bouletike].  This distinction merely appoints a difference however, not necessarily a 

hierarchy.  When translated through the meaningfulness of lived engagement with an 

environment, it is more ethically charitable and epistemologically humble to talk about degrees 

of familiarity, rather than better or worse actualizations of existence when comparing, say, the 

worlds of the antelope and anteater, or of the human and dolphin; as Aristotle implicitly shows in 

On the Soul, the notion of life and living is understood in (and through) multiple senses.20   

As with much else in Aristotelian philosophy, the role of phantasia in Aristotle’s overall 

philosophy is complex and has been understood and interpreted in many ways. Traditionally, 

phantasia for Aristotle is interpreted predominately as a source of error, hallucinations, and 

19 Nussbaum pushes Aristotle’s account to this limit, and shows how Aristotle is ambiguous about which “perishable 
beings” [phtharta] do or do not have the capacity of phantasia even though they lack reasoning capabilities like 
humans and thus lack the deliberative [bouletike] imagination (234 – 238).  For a recent study that focuses on the 
way that plants confound traditional philosophic thinking, see Michael Marder, Plant-Thinking: A Philosophy of 
Vegetal Life, New York: Columbia University Press, 2013.  For a critical view of Marder’s project see his debate 
with Gary Francione, the editor of Critical Animal Studies with Columbia University Press: 
http://www.cup.columbia.edu/static/marder-francione-debate.  
20 For more on the problematic schema of “higher” and “lower” animals, see: Christiane Bailey, “Kinds of Life: On 
the Phenomenological Basis of the Distinction Between ‘Higher’ and ‘Lower’ Animals,” Environmental Philosophy 
(8) 2: 47 – 68. 
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dreams (Caston, 1996: 20 – 22; Freudenthal, 1863: 59; Hicks, 1907: 452), or as a capacity to 

produce and analyze mental images (thought of as pictures) that are the necessary, internally-

located constituents of thinking (Sorabji, 1972: 6; Hicks, 1907: 464, 567).  For their part, 

problems of delusion, dreaming, and hallucination are special cases of the work of imagination, 

and are thus outlying extremes of the potency of phantasia.  

Richard Kearney (1998b) strongly champions the synthesizing power of phantasia, but 

even though he recognizes how phantasia mediates “between sensation and reason” his account 

falls back to the canonical, and reductive, idea that phantasia only deals with images as “an 

internal activity of mind” (107). J.M. Cocking (1991) unhelpfully interprets Aristotle as a 

“rationalist” and the Stagirite’s theory of phantasia as sharply partitioning imagination from the 

other powers of the soul (17); Cocking also sets up phantasia as being agonistic and subordinate 

to reason and at its creative peak in hallucinations and dreams (19).  Brann (1991) also weighs in 

on phantasia, correctly pointing to Aristotle’s insistence that while imagination may depend on 

the senses and cognition, it “is nonetheless indispensable to cognition, since its function is to 

present to the intellect that interpreted sensation without which there is no thought” (40; 

emphasis added).   

In her translation and interpretation of De Motu Animalium, Martha Nussbaum (1978) 

develops a powerful though non-traditional reading of Aristotelian phantasia. Nussbaum’s 

account focuses on imagination as an activity and points to the governing role that imagination 

takes when Aristotle describes the genesis of action (232 – 238). This latter point is crucial 

because not only does Aristotle account for how ever-present imagination is in the totality of 

animal life, he also points to how deeply imagination implicates itself in human practical 

reasoning: not only can we not think without imagining, we also cannot act (ethically) without 

 52 



 

the capacity of deliberation (DA: 431a14 – 431b2ff) – itself a collaboration between imagination 

and practical reason (EN: 1140a25- 8).  As for the image-theory interpretation propounded by 

the majority of the thinkers mentioned above, Nussbaum (1978) sensibly points out that, in most 

cases phantasmata or images-qua-mental pictures make no sense in the contexts that Aristotle 

describes the functioning of phantasia (223).  Therefore, Aristotle is less concerned with images 

themselves than he is with how phenomena appear to ensouled beings.   

Rather, textual analysis and attention to the word phantasia shows that it is closely linked 

in usage and meaning to the verb phainesthai (ibid: 22) a middle-voice verb that means, “to 

show itself.”  So, a fruitful avenue for understanding imagination for Aristotle is to understand 

how it informs any interaction with the world and experientially emergent phenomena.  

Furthermore, Caston (1998) points out that Aristotle’s notion of phantasia presents (as Brentano 

recognized) the first account of intentionality and the directedness of experience.  Insight into 

phantasia also provides insight into the meaningfulness of our interactions with the environment 

and our world.  Moreover, Aristotle also argues that any thought – even to the heights of sophia 

– that precedes an action relies on phantasia (DMA: 701a34 – 36; 703b18).  Phantasia shows 

itself as inseparable from thought or action, and while it does take autopoeic images as part of its 

domain, imagination works more generally in all matters of activity and cognition.  

 For Aristotle, the primary capacity for realizing and communicating meaning – whether it 

is a dense philosophical concept or an automatic gesture to a friend – lies within the imagination 

and its effortless ability to span the breadth of human experience.  Imagination is a general 

power because, for Aristotle, it is generally useful: “Phantasia for Aristotle,” writes Nussbaum 

(1978), “seems to be as wide-ranging a notion as the notion of phainomena…His interest is in 

how an object or state of affairs registers with the creature, what content it has for him” (246).  
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Aristotle describes a rich faculty that is less an epistemological danger and more of an originary 

source of legibility for coming to an understanding of the multiform nature of experience.  

Phantasia conjoins intellection and sensory experience, grounds meaning in interactions with 

beings, and serves as the root and reason for action.  

General it may be, for Aristotle the force of phantasia is wide-reaching and has deep 

implications for how humans understand and interpret their world.  He writes: “when we are able 

to give an account of what is apparent/evident through imagination to us about the properties of a 

thing…then we will also be able to speak most aptly about the being of the thing” (DA 402b22 – 

24; Nussbaum: 246).  That is, the way that phenomena show themselves affects how and what 

one knows about the phenomena; as such, when one is best able to give an account – an account 

that accords with the self-presenting of a phenomenon to experience – of a phenomenon as 

revealed in and through phantasia one is also able to speak most finely/beautifully [kallista]21 

about the phenomenon.   

 Aristotle’s philosophy of imagination thus provides the first component of the 

constitutive principle of environmental imagination: imagination indexes and frames the panoply 

of experience into meaningful events.  As such, imagination is an essential part of understanding 

the nature or essence of a thing in experience.  Rather than static, this understanding undergoes a 

continuous process of change as it adapts perceptive cognition to experience and guides 

experience through the cycles of cognitive activities.  One can infer then, that the necessary 

ground for speaking most finely about phenomena in their appearance – as parsed by phantasia – 

requires a patient lingering, a speculating, going-along-with, an abiding-with-over-time through 

which the phenomenon can naturally show itself as itself.  I call this abiding-with-phenomena 

21 McDowell (1996) shows how, when speaking of deliberation, Aristotle uses kallista to refer to reasons other than 
“efficacy” for deliberating on which moral ends to pursue (20, 33).  
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attendance, and it serves as the primary means for the normalization of relationships with beings 

and thus figures prominently in the formation of moral comportments.  Attendance to beings and 

the way that they appear, as a means of understanding and structuring relationships, is essential 

to moral activity because continued involvement with other beings increases awareness of the 

various aspects of their being.  With such accumulated knowledge also comes an accumulation 

of meaning over time, thus reinforcing knowledge with valued reasons for action.  Phantasia and 

phronesis, though rarely covered together by Aristotle, are intimately linked, and form the basis 

of deliberate activity in the present and inform the nature of life’s projects. 

Rather than his focus on phantasia as situated between thought and sense experience – 

which perhaps survives in a radicalized fashion in Kant’s philosophy as the original source and 

spring for both reason and sensory intuition – it is this yoking of imagination and knowledge, 

experience and understanding that implicates Aristotle’s discussion and analysis of phantasia in 

my ethical theory of environmental imagination.  

3.5    Modern Imagination: Heidegger’s Kant 

As mentioned above, this historical review is selective and passes over the development 

of imagination theory in Western thought from the beginning of the Common Era to the 18th 

Century.22  While there are a few exceptions – most notably the Renaissance philosopher Pico 

della Mirandola whose On the Imagination affirms Aristotle’s account – the majority of modern 

philosophers, from Galileo and Descartes to Hume and Berkeley, only succeed in regressing the 

epistemological status of the faculty such that what one finds in this period is more of a 

22 For such an account, and as part of a larger historical discussion, see Kearney (1998b) and Brann (1991).  I also 
omit the development of the faculty in the myriad philosophies that originate from elsewhere than Western Europe 
and America; for imagination in Eastern Philosophy, see Leaman (1999) and Brann (1991).   
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rearticulation of the faculty in positive or negative accounts than attempts at innovating beyond 

the poles set by Plato and Aristotle.23  

While a little over two millennia separate Aristotle and Kant, Aristotle’s theory of 

imagination generally dominates philosophical thought until the time of Descartes who 

vociferously attacks the faculty in ways reminiscent of Plato (Kearney, 1998b: 161), but re-

envisions modern philosophical and scientific thought.  Descartes’ epistemological projects bring 

the imagination back into focus in philosophical debate, and set the stage for a renewal of 

interest in the quicksilver capacity.  As Descartes basically retreads the wheel, I turn to the 

theory of imagination that Kant developed in his Critique of Pure Reason, and Heidegger’s 

radical and influential interpretation of the productive imagination.  While Heidegger provides a 

robust and powerful account of imagination, the theoretical framework that he develops is 

sourced solely from his interpretation of Kant’s critical philosophy (Hanna, 2003), and represents 

the only direct instance of what could be deemed a Heideggerian theory of imagination, though 

his etymological interpretation of phenomenology in Being and Time reinforces the connection 

between imagination and phenomenology through their mutual reliance on phainesthai – the 

self-reflexive way in which a being shows itself (H29/25).  As such, Heidegger’s fruitful yet 

brief encounter with Kant’s first critique is sufficient (though by no means exhaustive) in the 

present context to assess both thinkers.24   

In short, Heidegger’s 1929 book, Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik (the so-called 

Kantbuch) seeks to break down the basic Kantian dualism between sensibility (the faculty of 

23 For more on this time period and also coverage beyond Kant into German Idealism and Romanticism, see Engell 
(1981). 
24 For a direct development of Kant’s theory of imagination based mostly on the second, B edition, see Mark 
Johnson, The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination and Reason, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1987, Ch. 6; Brann (1991), 89 – 100; Engel (1981), Ch. 10. For a more exhaustive inquiry into the 
role of imagination in relation to Heidegger’s early phenomenological work, see Elliott (2005), part II.  
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intuitions) and understanding (the faculty of concepts) by grounding both in the cognitive 

capacity of a transcendental imagination that orders the manifold of sensory experience by 

concretizing and contextualizing knowledge of the world.  Rather than providing an 

intellectualist reading of Kant’s first critique that would only allow for a reproductive sense of 

imagination servile to understanding (Schrag: 96 – 98), Heidegger utilizes Kant’s theory of a 

formative, synthesizing imagination to realize the transcendental structures most basic to, and 

presupposed by, human existence – a goal in line with Heidegger’s project of providing a 

fundamental ontology through a phenomenology of Dasein.  As such, Heidegger’s interpretation 

of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason relies strongly on the A edition (1781) of the first critique, 

while largely disregarding the B edition (1787), because the latter radically pares down the 

importance of the imagination and thoroughly strips it of the autonomy granted to it in the first 

iteration of the work.  

 One of the major themes that Heidegger brings to the fore in his reading is the heavy 

emphasis that Kant placed on the transcendental imagination, positioning it as a third, but more 

originary faculty than the understanding and sensibility in the A edition of the first Critique.  

According to Heidegger (1929/1997), after Kant located the transcendental imagination as the 

primeval source of both understanding and sensibility, he drew back from the “abyss” (112 – 

119) – transcendental imagination as the original root and “ground-layer” of sensibility and 

understanding – and redacted the work with a new interpretation that favored the categories of 

the understanding (113).  Kant, however, speaks of no abyss, just imagination as a transcendental 

proficiency of the faculty of the understanding that synthesizes the manifold of experience with 

the categories (CPR A120), and as ineluctably related to aesthetic judgment (the third Critique).   
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As necessary for all knowledge, Kant sought to clarify the work of imagination, and 

therefore distance it from the notion that its primary purpose was fanciful and mimetic.  As 

Kearney (1998b) argues: 

The imagination must no longer be conceived exclusively according to the mimetic model 
of representation.  It is to be reconceived in terms of the transcendental model of 
formation…Imagination thus ceases to be an arbitrary or relativizing function.  It 
becomes instead the sine qua non of all genuine knowledge. (168 - 9) 
 

In a footnote, Kant claims that imagination is a “necessary ingredient of perception itself,” and 

that interpreting imagination merely as an organ of reproduction overlooks its necessary 

synthesizing function in perception (CPR: A120/239).25 Kant’s introduction of the imagination 

as primarily productive, and only consequently reproductive, is a shift in understanding the work 

of imagination as mere imitation or remembrance to autonomous creativity as a necessary 

constituent of perception.  In total, Kant explains imagination as a three-fold faculty that: forms 

images of the present, recalls images of the past, and anticipates – through a projection of 

possibility – images of the future (Kearney, 1998b: 193).  Kant accords priority to the third 

potency, which binds imagination to the temporal finitude of human existence and elevates the 

ability to preform horizons of possibility – “anticipative projection” (Schrag: 92) – to the highest 

position in imagination’s structure. The essence of the structure, however, is the imagination’s 

formative power that “is simultaneously a ‘forming’ which takes things in stride (is receptive) 

and one which creates (is spontaneous)” (Heidegger, 1929/1997: 128/91).  

In Heidegger’s reading of Kant, the imagination attains priority in both human 

consciousness and understanding through its independence from, and grounding of, the 

25 In the second edition Kant locates this synthesis within the cognitive schematic of the understanding and as a 
result of the unity of apperception (B137).  Whereas the transcendental imagination served as the unifying synthesis 
of the manifold of perception in the A edition, the unity of apperception takes over this “duty” in the B edition.  For 
more on the relationship between transcendental imagination and transcendental apperception, see Elliott (2005), 84 
– 85.   
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categories of both sensibility and understanding.  The simultaneity of the essence of imagination 

places it in a “peculiar way” between sensibility and understanding; Heidegger says that the first 

iteration of this peculiar “betweenness” originates in the third book of Aristotle’s De Anima as a 

source of action (1929/1997: 128/91).  This moment of conjunction between Heidegger’s 

interpretation of Kant and the above interpretation of Aristotle’s theory of imagination finds 

reinforcement in another conjunction: Heidegger, as with Aristotle, links imagination with 

practical reasoning. Heidegger claims that only Kant’s transcendental imagination makes 

something like the moral law and the duties that emerge from it, possible (ibid: 156 - 160/110 - 

112).  While drawing this point out in his own exegesis, Kearney (1998b) overlooks this 

connection between Kant and Aristotle specifically, while Murray (1986) overlooks the 

connection between productive imagination and ethics altogether.  But, as Heidegger points out 

throughout his interpretation of Kant, the Critique of Pure Reason should not be interpreted as a 

work of epistemology – seen as answering the knowledge claims made by both the Empiricists 

and Rationalists – but rather as a work in ontology.  Or, as Heidegger puts it in an earlier lecture 

on Kant’s first critique, “Kant’s inquiry is concerned with what determines nature as such – 

occurrent beings as such – and with how this ontological determinability is possible” (GA 25: 

75).  Or, as he remarks near the end of the lecture-course:  

Transcendental knowledge is a knowledge which investigates the possibility of an 
understanding of being, a pre-ontological understanding of being. And such an 
investigation is the task of ontology. Transcendental knowledge is ontological 
knowledge, i.e. a priori knowledge of the ontological constitution of beings. 
(ibid: 186) 
 
Kant, and Heidegger’s subsequent phenomenological interpretation of the former’s 

philosophy of imagination, provides the second component of the constitutive principle of 
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environmental imagination: imagination provides ontological and semiotic stabilization of an 

understanding of the world that modifies and is modified by involvement with the world.  

While Aristotle initially described the imagination as dependent upon the senses and 

reason, Kant inverts this dependency and realizes the autonomy of a faculty that both 

temporalizes and structures experience.  This provides a sense of the constant activity of 

imagination to perceive, synthesize, and negotiate experience through interactivity with the 

world.  As the faculty of synthesis par excellence, imagination as handled by Kant and post-

Kantian phenomenology encourages a reconsideration of the nature of experience and its 

relationship to human consciousness.  Alongside such a transition in thinking is the necessity to 

rethink the relationship between theoretical and practical reasoning, perhaps drawing them closer 

together as overlapping and interspecific modalities of human existence unified by a faculty that 

situates human being both temporally and ontologically in an environment.  Such an unbridled 

and powerful sense of the force of imagination had not seen light in the history of philosophy 

and would not be rekindled until almost 150 years after the A edition of the Critique of Pure 

Reason.26 

3.6    The Constitutive Principle of Environmental Imagination 

26 This development and summary of Kant’s theory of transcendental imagination is inspired by Heidegger’s work, 
Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, as well as subsequent interpretations of Heidegger by Kearney (1998), 
Murray (1986) and Schrag (1967).  Heidegger’s reading has not gone unchallenged, with the most prominent 
objections voiced by Ernst Cassirer in his essay, “Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik. Bemerkungen zu Martin 
Heideggers Kantinterpretation,” Kant-Studien 36, 1 – 16. See Schrag’s (1967) “Heidegger and Cassirer on Kant” 
Kant-Studien 58, 87 – 100, for a mediation and explanation of Heidegger’s interpretation of Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason and Cassirer’s subsequent objections to Heidegger.  Schrag eventually sides with Heidegger, claiming that 
Cassirer’s objections ultimately derive from his Marburg School interpretation of Kant, and that if Cassirer took his 
objections regarding the ideas of reason to their fullness, then “the Heidegger interpretation would have been 
vindicated after all” (99).  Schrag does however take Heidegger to task for smuggling in the influence of 
Kierkegaard into his interpretation of Kant’s philosophy (98) and thoroughly neglecting to discuss the implications 
of his interpretation for the noumenal realm (99).  Overall though, Heidegger is vindicated for grounding both 
understanding and practical reason in the creative transcendental imagination.  For a very close reading and critique 
of Heidegger’s interpretation of Kant that also covers Heidegger’s 1927/1928 winter lecture course, 
“Phänomenologische Intepretation von Kants Kritik der reinen Vernunft”, see Martin Weatherston, Heidegger’s 
Interpretation of Kant: Categories, Imagination and Temporality, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. 
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Imagination indexes and frames the panoply of experience into meaningful events and 

provides ontological and semiotic stabilization of an understanding of the world that modifies 

and is modified by involvement with the world. In the following division I develop the above 

two components of the constitutive principle of environmental imagination with a focus on its 

ethical significance.  This framing and forming power of imagination lends itself to similar 

descriptions of imaginative activity. Albert Hofstadter refers to the imagination as a “threshold,” 

and with such an image one “can observe the ontological function of the imagination” (42).  He 

continues: 

Thus the meaning of the threshold, which defines its actuality as a kind of entity, includes 
within itself such features as these: crossing-place, boundary, limit, border, verge, 
beginning, entrance.  When the slab of wood is made into a threshold, then, what 
happens, in fact is that it is initiated into a sphere of existence in which these meanings 
reside and that these meanings take hold of it, amalgamate with it, and make themselves 
as it were into its own soul.  Like the pilgrim’s staff that miraculously grows green, the 
slab of dead wood comes to life with a cluster of meaningful functions and assumes a 
vital role within the world of human existence, where it gains its own characteristic 
significance.  (45)  
 

Ed Casey refers to this aspect of imagination as the power to originate what he dubs “world-

frames.”  A world-frame is composed of the “non-nuclear components of imagined 

content...components on which the imaginer typically does not focus but are nonetheless 

nonthematically present to his [sic] imagining consciousness” (50). As a frame of and for the 

world, imagination turns again and again to the world of perception from which it establishes the 

continuity of its process and in which it establishes its sense of ordering.   

The imagination provides a scheme for ordering the various constituents of an event of 

experience, but at this framing-level its efficacy lies in the ability to identify some thing amidst a 

world full of the aspects of things.  Just as a picture frame provides both an external limit and an 

internal focus, imagination provides a concrete way of understanding a focal image.  A picture is 

 61 



 

static, but as one grows, develops, and acquires a richer sense of personal history and context, the 

meaning invested in that static picture also grows and develops.  

As constitutive of an ēthos or a particular way of being, understanding is not just a 

cognitive process alongside other cognitive processes, but rather, as argued by Heidegger in 

Being and Time, a way of being that is fundamental to realizing possibilities that inhere within 

the context of being in the world (1953: H87 – 88).  In his own words, and as will become ever 

more significant in Chapter 4, Heidegger links understanding possibilities with its “project 

character” [Entwurfcharakter]: “The project character of understanding constitutes being-in-the-

world with regard to the disclosedness of its there as the there of a potentiality of being” 

(H145).27  He continues, “As a potentiality of being understanding is altogether interspersed 

[durchsetzt] with possibility” (H146).  That is, understanding possibilities in light of one’s 

historicality, in terms of the way that one is in the world, is a matter of imaginative perception 

and interpretation.  Understanding is thus performative.  Rather than a means for negating reality 

or entertaining fanciful combinations, imagination proves to be a capacious power for realizing 

and concretizing better images of the world, which in turn disclose and mobilize an ethical sense 

of imagination.  Ricouer (1977) remarks on this under-developed relationship between ethics and 

imagination, when he states that philosophers “have thought too much in terms of a will which 

submits and not enough in terms of an imagination which opens” (54).   

This world-opening power of imagination, though less direct and thematic than other of 

its aspects, is an originary ethical comportment to beings in the world.  If it is at this moment of 

experience that the imagination facilitates in “setting-up” the meaning of the world and those 

beings with which the world is shared, this framing is both ontological and ethically constitutive 

27 The acknowledgement of the pre-reflective nature of worldly understanding stems, at least back to Kant, who 
claims in the B edition of the first Critique, in a discussion about studying the natural world, that “reason only sees 
[einsieht] what it brings before itself through its projection [Entwurfe]” (1998: B xiii). 
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of experience.  While a primary articulation of a being may seem simply ontological – “that is a 

book” – the truth is that individual history, cultural affordances, and the complexes of one’s life 

projects influence on the manner in which beings are related to.  

While these relationships are not always or only ethical, they always carry the possibility 

of the normative and thus the potential for taking up various (and sometimes contradictory or 

incompatible) stances towards things in the world.  Imagination that is in tune with being 

environmentally sustainable is also possible if the focus of imaginative world-framing is 

representative of sphere-thinking – open and inclusive of meaning – rather than globe-thinking – 

the reductive closure of meaning.  Such pre-theoretical engagements and intuitions give the 

meaning that constitutes an ēthos that can guide and serve a life of ethical relationship to the 

environment: an ēthos of environmental imagination represents a general way of understanding 

the world such that specific activities such as PEB are built into and follow naturally from lived 

experience.  Framing the world in terms of interconnectivity provides just that – a determined, 

yet open means for configuring behavior that aligns and regularizes the web of ethical 

relationships that constitute the environment.  

Above, I asserted that while Aristotle’s philosophy is the most temporally enduring 

account of the imagination, it is only with Kant that this human capacity is understood as more 

than synthetic in that it also carries creative potency.  With Kant’s original insistence on the 

primacy and priority of the creative, transcendental imagination over the senses and reason (as 

found in the A edition of the first Critique), imagination can shoulder the kind of pre-theoretical 

world-framing mentioned just above.   

But the priority of imagination also puts it into an intimate relationship with time – again, 

another aspect of imagination implicit within Aristotle’s philosophy, but not thematized until 
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Kant’s work on the spatio-temporal, transcendental structure of experience.  As a process that 

frames, filters and structures meaning in experience, imagination is necessarily a temporal 

capacity.  As I am focusing on the ethical and active aspects of imagination – how imagination 

factors into experiences of the world – and not necessarily the psychological and 

phenomenological process of imagining, I am not focusing on the temporal aspect of the 

formation of an image – the “imaginal time” of imagining (Casey, 2000: 52 – 53) – but rather 

how imagination is something that happens within the spatio-temporal existence of human being 

within a shared world.  Therefore, I turn to Heidegger’s interpretation of Kant’s transcendental 

imagination, which situates human imagination as a temporalizing capacity concerned with being 

in the world.  

Thus, as an account of being towards the world, the environmental imagination is 

ontological, but also anticipatory in that it goes beyond the past and the present to anticipate the 

form that things take – imaginative constitution thus takes on an interpretive role.  As 

temporalizing existence, the imagination, in its hermeneutical figuring, is concerned with 

projecting such constituted meaning into the world (cf. Chapter 4).  This meaning, because it is 

imaginative is concerned with possibility, is spontaneous and extends beyond perception.  Kant, 

and Heidegger’s interpretation of Kant, figure imagination in its a priori functioning, but I want 

to focus on how imagination is active in, and in anticipation of, experience.  Imagination 

therefore projects meaning in light of my life-projects: the way that I understand the world is 

interconnected with my activities within the world.  

 Of course, phenomenological, lived, or “world time”28 to use Casey’s fitting phrase 

(ibid), as opposed to clock time, more thoroughly captures the imaginative activity than the 

28 The phenomenological sense of Casey’s term easily expands when compared to Sorokin and Merton’s much 
earlier description of “astronomical time” which shares the same homogeneity and mechanized meaning as clock 
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stilted categories of past, present, and future.  Though, as Murray (1986) argues, it is only 

“Dasein in his temporal and imaginative experience who can say what ‘is,’ what ‘is’ was, and 

what ‘is’ might well become” (1986: 226; emphasis added).  He continues:  

The events [of history] themselves, to say nothing of their recounting or understanding, 
are permeated with time, thought, and the imaginative.  History itself is possible only for 
that being which exhibits historicality: the capacity to imagine the past in terms of its 
own anticipated future in imaginative ways that allow us to discern the present and future 
living influences that owe their origin to past historical decisions. (1986: 227) 
 

This “historicality,” this imaginative discernment and structuring of one’s sense of being-in-

history, enables the ethical elements of the imagination to find concretion within the actions and 

experiences of everyday living.  As an active and synthesizing element of human being, the 

imagination, with its roots in memory, trunk in the present, and limbs, branches, and fruit 

spreading towards the future, gathers together and frames experience with several exigencies: 

memories and remembrances of actions past; the specificity, potentiality, and unpretentious 

nature of the present; the mutability, indefiniteness, and potentiality of the future.  

Ingold, in a discussion linking perception and time makes the claim that, “to perceive the 

landscape is therefore an act of remembrance, and remembering is not so much a matter of 

calling up an internal image, stored in the mind, as of engaging perceptually with an environment 

that is itself pregnant with the past” (2000: 189).  Rather than divvying up the temporal aspect of 

perceptive experience into static categories, imagination (referring to the first principle) proffers 

a world enclosed by interconnected images in which phenomena take on inchoate, general forms.  

These forms are then specifically and more fully constituted through living and relating to these 

phenomena, which in turn more fully elaborate our relationships with those beings that share the 

world.  Imagination is therefore a form of understanding in that it actively interprets the meaning 

time: it is, they argue, “uniform, homogenous…purely quantitative, shorn of qualitative variations” (1937: 621 – 
623). To astronomical time they contrast “social time” which is qualitative and tied to particular places and contexts, 
and as such, is “something to which we can affix moral judgments” (Ingold, 2000: 195 – 197; 325 - 326).   

 65 

                                                                                                                                                             



 

emergent within experience in terms of human historicality and futural projection.   

Though Heidegger never states it as explicitly in the Kantbuch, in the Beiträge, he makes 

this dense statement about the disclosive capacity of imagination:  

Da-sein is the highest actuality in the domain of imagination, granted that by this term we 
understand not only a faculty of the soul and not only something transcendental (cf. 
Kantbook) but rather enowning itself, wherein all transfiguration reverberates. 
(219/H312; original emphasis) 
 

This phenomenological description of the projecting-open of the world through imagination also 

points back to Being and Time, in that Heidegger is speaking of the unique way in which human 

being is in the world by figuring it into a form of significance.  Through this intimate association 

with time, with especial focus on the future-oriented nature of human being and the necessary 

changes that occur with the passage of time, the imagination does not mimetically project what is 

over what is, but rather opens a world of meaning within which experience happens and meaning 

is innovated.  

In a discussion of the Kantbuch, Schalow (1992), states this relationship between 

hermeneutics and imagination: “The innovativeness that…pervades hermeneutics is embodied 

concretely in the creative development of the imagination” (197).  Heidegger and Gadamer both 

proffer accounts of the way in which understanding experience is an interpretive effort inclusive 

of the fore-structures of understanding and in light of anticipatory meanings.  But, in order to 

understand the way in which such meaningful anticipation connects to experience such that it 

discloses possibilities for action, a capacity for futural disclosure must be active within 

experience.  Such a capacity for interconnection is the imagination.  Again, quoting Schalow, 

“As equivalent with finite transcendence, imagination entails the opening forth of that ‘free-

space’ (Spielraum) within which beings can manifest themselves and the comprehension of 

being can occur” (ibid: 119).  Beyond the hermeneutic activity of perception, Schalow describes 
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imaginative projection as a capacity for a concrete understanding of possibility, as a “double 

hermeneutic” (396).  Sallis (1995) states the matter in simpler terms: the imagination “extend[s] 

the measure of the possible” (122).  This extension of the possible is therefore an imaginative 

extension and constitution of the possible beyond perception. To employ an image that Sallis 

consistently utilizes in Logic of Imagination, such extension resembles a spiraling out of 

imagination beyond perception that brings the possible into the realm of the actual.  

The present, the now, this moment in which I act, gathers the past in a proscenic 

constitution through which the imagination refracts the gathered meaning into rays of possibility 

in which are carried various futural projects: the temporality of the imagination stabilizes and 

allows historicality to persist through the various fluctuations of meaning that emerge through 

dealings in the world and through time.  As such, this moment, this view of the world, is not a 

static conception of the world, but rather, is one that the individual effects (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 

421) in that it represents the assemblage of historicality out of which emerge coeval, futural, 

possible ventures (Ingold, 2002: 205; Bachelard, 1964: 188).  

3.7    Conclusion: Constitutive Projection 

Just as imagination intends and presents to consciousness that which is not perceived, the 

other side of a tree for example, it also intends and presents possibilities of meaning not inherent 

in perception.  For example, while what I see is perceived as a tree, my imagination augments 

such perception by going beyond it in a process of ontological refigurement.  Thus, I do not 

perceive a tree as-something-to-be-saved, or as-something-to-be-cut-down, or as-beautiful; 

rather, such possibilities emerge from my experience and engagement with the tree and my 

understanding of the tree has been augmented.  The imagination augments my experience of the 

tree by projecting its possible meanings and predicating them of the tree.  As operatively 
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intentional, the imagination “lights up” when fulfilled by its object, and the subsequent 

projection of meaning is therefore not arbitrary, but bound to the context and understanding of 

the experience.  Brady, in the framework of aesthetic appreciation of the natural world, speaks of 

the “ampliative” power of the imagination, and makes a similar point:  

Here imagination amplifies what is given in perception and thereby reaches beyond the 
mere projection of images onto objects.  This activity may thus be described as more 
penetrative, resulting in a deeper imaginative treatment of the object.  It is imagination in 
its most active mode. (ibid: 143) 
  

The point for both approaches on such power of imagination – augmentative or ampliative – is 

that imagination is guided by perceptual qualities, but extends beyond those qualities to envision 

the object, and its constitutive relationships, as otherwise.  Referencing a stone that she found on 

the seashore, Brady says, “I visualize the relentless surging of the ocean as it shaped the pebble 

into its worn form.  I might also imagine how it looked before it became so smooth” (ibid: 144).  

She continues: “Ampliative imagination enables us to expand upon what we see by placing or 

contextualizing the aesthetic object with narrative images” (ibid).  

While Brady focuses on aesthetic appreciation, I believe that her point, which reinforces 

my own, indicates the intimate relationship that imagination, in its augmentative capacity, has to 

ontology.  By extending beyond the perceptual given, imagination does not operate within a 

void.  Rather, as an interconnecting capacity – connecting my understanding with the world, the 

larger context of an object within the world, present perception with images – imagination 

provides rays of possible being that are both bound to the phenomenal object, as its potentialities, 

and to my understanding of that object.  Merleau-Ponty (1968), critiquing Sartre’s account of the 

relationship between perception and images, claims that perceived objects are the Urstiftung of 

images, but that “the sensible, the visible must be defined not as that with which I have in fact a 

relation by effective vision – but also as that of which I can subsequently have a teleperception” 
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(258).  While the imagination indubitably plays an irreplaceable role in understanding 

experience, it also affords an understanding of possibilities of experience that go beyond 

perception to realize new horizons of possibility and meaning.  As such, the environmental 

imagination proves to be a capacity for interconnectivity by broadening and making-permeable 

ethical (that is, relational) horizons.  By going beyond the given in perception, imagination has 

the capacity to contribute meaning to the world through its synthesis of the visible and invisible 

aspects of experience, the “continued being” of an object that Merleau-Ponty speaks of in The 

Visible and the Invisible (1968: 101).   

Going beyond perception does not mean supposition or fanciful combination, but rather 

imagination realizes the variant possibilities of being that project other aspects of experience; the 

imagination contributes to the significance and cohesion of the world by linking phenomena 

together in new and meaningful ways. The imagination is able to focus on the meaning in 

experience and expand its possibilities in accordance with projections that guide action.  

Imagination, as operatively intentional, is therefore enacted in the world: it is theoretically 

possible to imagine anything, but as intentional, the imagination constitutes new worlds that 

reverberate from experience, and as Ricoeur notes, these reverberations are not arbitrary or wild, 

but rather “bound or relevant” reverberations of possible meaning (1979: 129 - 130).  He 

continues: “In the measure to which an image gives a body, a contour, a shape to meaning, it is 

not confined to a role of accompaniment, of illustration, but participates in the invention of 

meaning” (129).  These reverberations of possible meaning intervene within perception to create 

new understandings and – again drawing on Ricoeur – pertinence, a “new appropriateness” 

within impertinence is created (130 - 131). 
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  Imagination, as a capacity of variational possibility, clarifies the potencies implicit in 

beings in that it actively brings to light, in an act of constitutive intuition, the actual possibilities 

of phenomena even if their disclosure is invariant.  The imagination therefore contributes an 

openness to experience that perception alone cannot grasp; and, as working with the possible 

meanings of objects of consciousness not immediately intuited by sensory perception, 

imagination provides a unique intuition of possibility not given in the immediacy of perception.  

The imagination, therefore, in its ontologically creative capacity, is dynamically performative 

between the visible and invisible features of experience.  “That which we call imagination” 

declares Abrams (1996): 

Is from the first an attribute of the senses themselves; imagination is not a separate 
mental faculty…but is rather the way the senses themselves have of throwing themselves 
beyond what is immediately given, in order to make contact with the other sides of things 
that we don’t sense directly, with the hidden or invisible aspects of the sensible. (58) 
 
The imagination then, not only frames the world, but also “sets up” or constitutes the 

world in a way that makes sense of human temporality and historicality, and furthermore projects 

structural meaning into the inherent futurality of ethical action.  Every activity may occur in 

some “now,” but the whence of past meaning only accounts for part of the story: I may act in the 

present, but it is always for the futural projection, continuation and elaboration of my historically 

effected projects.  I do not act upon the world, but rather in the world and with the world as 

shared by other beings: indeed, it is more accurate to say that through my imagination, I interact 

with the world and other agents who affect their own sense of the present through their activity 

(Ingold, 2000: 199).   

Such constitutive projection is not a negation of reality or being, not the Sartrean unreal 

(1948: 188) in which the imagination negates immediate experience by occluding what is present 

with something absent.  Sartre understands imagination only in the intentional sense, as an act of 
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consciousness, but disallows ontological or epistemological veracity of this act (ibid: 12 – 33).  

For Sartre, experience and perception are shot through with imagination, but the latter can never 

attain the reality of the former because within the “fullness” of perception, imagination possesses 

“a certain emptiness” (ibid: 120).   

Rather, imagination is creatively surreal in a very literal sense: by envisioning 

possibilities of being, the imagination proceeds beyond the actual.  Bachelard refers to this 

ontologically poetic act as “a flare-up of being in the imagination” (1994: xviii).  In Water and 

Dreams he states the point more forcefully: “The imagination is not a faculty which fabricates 

images of reality; it is a power which forms images which surpass reality in order to change 

reality, which sing reality.  It is the power of a sur-humanity” (1983: 16).  While imagination 

functions in framing and understanding experience, its ontological efficacy is displayed in the 

way that it projects an understanding of the world as it is, and as imaginative, as it could be.  

Aside from its temporal connection of human being and world however, the imagination 

is also a process always at work, and while the work has a necessarily futural inclination, the 

meaning constitutive of the world through my projects must also have some sense of coherence, 

some sense of perdurance through time.  This is to say, the imagination must be able 

meaningfully to hand over the present to a future that has yet to come, and yet, just as quickly, 

has receded from the moment of action.  I turn to this projective power of environmental 

imagination in the following chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE PROJECTIVE PRINCIPLE  
 
4.1    Introduction 
 

In this chapter, I introduce and develop the projective principle of environmental 

imagination, continuing from the constitutive principle covered in Chapter 3.  The two 

components of the projective principle are drawn from two sources: the phenomenology of 

Husserl and Merleau-Ponty and recent research in cognitive science. As the first principle 

focused on how imagination connects human being to the world through experience, in this 

chapter I focus on environmental imagination as a capacity for interconnecting human being to 

the world by actualizing the possibilities imagination discloses within experience.  This second 

principle concerns the relationship between imagination and understanding – specifically I 

address the anticipatory nature of imaginative projection and the manner in which it factors into 

understanding. It is through such projection that a stronger and more defined sense of the role of 

imagination in the formation of an interconnective ēthos emerges. 

In contributing to an ēthos, the environmental imagination augments being in the world 

as a being towards the world and is, as the prefix inter makes explicit, a capacity for 

understanding the ways in which experience and imagination draw things near in projective 

interaction.  This “drawing near” has less to do with spatial proximity than it does with 

significance and concern, wherein the latter is understood in its verbal sense as being-about or 

relating to the world of experience.  Thus, rather than providing normative rules or principles to 

pre- or proscribe ethical behavior, the environmental imagination as formative of an ēthos has 

more to do with the overall way that human interconnectivity with the environment affects the 

way that beings are revealed as they are, but also could be.  
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 Environmental imagination is encompassing and intertwined with being in the world, and 

is projective in two senses. First, it projects meaning outward from the experiential center of 

human life, and so secondly it also projects a direction for intentionality, a project undertaken for 

a purpose.  Murray (1987) refers to such projection as a “work demand made upon the 

individual” wherein “to imagine is to engage ourselves with life in a certain manner…to move us 

toward an end, to enable us to reach some kind of goal, to help us arrive at a destination” (180). 

Thus, imaginative projection is not solely an overlaying of meaning upon the world, e.g. the 

environment is pure resource for human manipulation, it is also a delineation of how one’s life-

projects interconnect with the environment and how such interconnection in turn reforms the 

environmental imagination.    

 Imagination plays a revisionary role that makes sense of how lived experience informs 

futural projects and commitments; but, it also plays a revolutionary role by offering a stable 

bridge between what is and how human being interacts with it – that is, between ontology and 

ethics.  By encountering imagination at work and in its work, I show that what shapes human 

being lies not originally in rational faculties, but in the force that interprets, produces, and 

projects the co-constitutive emergence of human with world.  Recognition of this emergence 

opens up the possibility for imaginative, and environmental consciousness, and begins the 

difficult but necessary work of realizing that the human imagination is one of the most fertile 

grounds upon which to understand and expand the boundaries of ethical experience of the 

environment.  

4.2    Husserl and Imagination 

While Husserl (Logical Investigations and Ideas I) brings the imagination to prominence 

in phenomenological research, his work ultimately instantiates imagination as a faculty of 
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irreality divorced from positional (empirical) consciousness (2005: 696 – 696).  Husserl still 

envisions the imagination in strongly Kantian terms, as part of the fundamental framework by 

which phenomenal being is experienced, but lacking Heidegger’s insights into the ontological 

aspects of Kant’s first Critique, Husserl’s philosophy of imagination focuses on the imaginary 

“object” as transcendent of consciousness, and only incidentally related to the reality, or 

ontological characteristics, of the object of imaginative thinking (Kearney, 1998a: 136).  

Nevertheless, Husserl emphasizes the intentional and intuitive character of imagination “by 

demonstrating how its very mode of constitution distinguishes it from both the things of the 

world and from other modes of consciousness” (ibid: 15).   

What Husserl does afford to the power of imagination is the ability of “originary 

modification” that unlike perception, allows one to build the non-positional experience of 

imagining into positional perceptual experience (ibid: 396).  Because of this “one-directional 

universal convertability” (Elliot, 2005: 49), Husserl, in Ideas I claims “in phenomenology, as in 

all eidetic sciences, representations, and, more precisely, free fantasy (Phantasie) achieves a 

primacy over perception” (130 – 131).  Because of Husserl’s insistence however, that 

imagination annuls the actuality of an object of perception (ibid: 603), and that an image can 

never be a matter of perception alone, he ultimately turns the synthesizing and modifying power 

of imagination inwards as a power of passive, mental synthesis (ibid: 375; Elliott: 61).  Yet, for 

Husserl, the free variation of the imagination allows for the broadening of an individual’s 

conceptual grasp of the world and offers the possibility of grasping the world as a whole, “the 

essential structure of the world of experience” (Husserl, 1968: 89 – 90).  In short, imagination 

provides a way of representing and exploring the possibilities of the world without causally 

interacting with it.  The imagination affords one the opportunity to analyze the innate but 

 74 



 

indefinite structures of the world of immediate experience by extrapolating from the actuality of 

an experience to the necessary structures of all possible experience.  

It is this ability that Merleau-Ponty will pick up from Husserl’s philosophy of 

imagination, but instead of cloistering the imagination within mental acts, Merleau-Ponty 

unleashes it into every aspect of existence by first showing how imagination, like perception, is 

embodied, but also how it reveals the meaningful, invisible aspects of being that are adumbrated 

by embodied perception. 

4.3 Merleau-Ponty and Imagination 

Responding to, critiquing, synthesizing, and picking up where Heidegger left off, 

Merleau-Ponty provides one the richest and most ontologically attuned accounts of imagination 

in the 20th century.  Though his phenomenology has a Husserlian pedigree, and his philosophy 

was constantly in dialogue with Sartre’s, Merleau-Ponty follows the Heideggerian view of 

imagination as “an agent of fundamental ontology” (Kearney, 1998b: 122) that is further 

influenced by Heidegger’s hermeneutic theory of experience (ibid: 135).  While Heidegger 

mysteriously stops speaking of imagination after his work on Kant in the 1920s, Merleau-Ponty 

picks up the thread and finds the imagination at work in every aspect of experience; he 

accomplishes this by highlighting the dialectical and embodied aspects of the faculty.  Both 

emphases are important.  

First, Merleau-Ponty understands the imagination as in constant dialogue with the world 

as meaningful: the imagination grounds the relationship between the visible, sensory and rational 

aspects of reality with the invisible, meaning-filled structure that constitutes the visible as such.  

“Meaning is invisible” writes Merleau-Ponty in The Visible and the Invisible (1968), “but the 

invisible is not the contradictory of the visible: the visible itself has an invisible inner 
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framework…one cannot see it there, every effort to see it there makes it disappear” (215).  He 

continues with a remarkable assertion regarding the structure of experience as a dialectical 

negotiation between visible phenomena and the invisible structure that gives the world its depth 

and richness: 

The comparisons between the visible and the invisible… are not comparisons…they 
mean that the visible is pregnant with the invisible, that to comprehend fully the visible 
relations one must go unto the relation of the visible with the invisible…and it is the same 
encroachment [of the invisible as Being into the visible], the same junction at a distance, 
that makes the messages from my organs (the monocular images) reassemble themselves 
into one sole vertical existence and into one sole world. (ibid: 216; author’s emphasis) 
 

It is the imagination that interprets and sorts the invisible – an “explosion of Being which is 

forever” (265) – into the meaningful structures operative in perceptual intentionality, of which 

imagination is always a part.  Therefore, instead of opposing the real and the imaginary, the 

present and the absent, Merleau-Ponty’s account of imagination, “addresses an invisible meaning 

in the visible world and the world responds only because both participate in a common core of 

Being…because of this cognate genesis [the] imagination may serve as an agent of creative 

dialogue rather than monologue” (Kearney, 1998a: 123).  

 As indicated by the final clause of the above quote from The Visible and the Invisible, the 

imagination also has to do with the unification of perception and world, which in terms of 

Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy means that the imagination is intimately linked with the body.  

Merleau-Ponty (1962) links embodied perception with imagination through the use of a concept 

called the “body schema,” which serves as a “compendium of our bodily experience, capable of 

giving a commentary and meaning to the internal impressions and the impressions of possessing 

a body at any moment” (85).  As Steeves (2004) notes, “the [body schema] concept…is able to 

account for both the subjective and objective characteristics of embodied experience” that “acts 
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as a global awareness of the body that is maintained at every moment” (18). Merleau-Ponty 

believes that this body schema or image maintains its global awareness of meaning through the 

“virtual body,” a malleability of the body that adjusts to context, considers alternative uses of the 

body, and allows for “a certain style of seeing, a new use of one’s body; it is to enrich and recast 

the body schema” (Steeves, 2004: 22; Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 135).  For Merleau-Ponty, the body 

is not separable from the self, not an extended object held in distinction from a thinking thing, 

but rather is a group of, “lived-through meanings which moves toward its equilibrium” (ibid).  

Through the lens of embodied perception, the body negotiates and interprets meaning in 

conjunction and coordination with the mind such that no clear distinction between the two can be 

drawn.    

Recent neurological research supports this phenomenological theory, albeit adopting a 

different type of image to account for the embodied nature of perception and cognition: the body 

map.  As the authors of The Body Has a Mind of its Own (2008) report: “[The body map] is not a 

metaphor, but a recently discovered physiological fact.  Through a special mapping procedure, 

your brain annexes [the invisible volume of space around your body] to your limbs and body, 

clothing you in it like an extended, ghostly skin” (3).  They continue: “Your ability to sense, 

move, and act in the physical world arises from a rich network of flexible body maps distributed 

throughout your brain – maps that grow, shrink, and morph to suit your needs” (4).  While the 

language that the authors employ may imply domination or exploitation of one’s local 

environment, their point has more to do with understanding and negotiating reality through 

action than it does with establishing power relations through extended cognition.   

As embodied, and intertwined (though exceeding) perception, such incarnate accounts of 

imagination figure it as a capacity that, unlike Kant, is not only a priori constitutive of 
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understanding, but is also lively, dynamic, and performatively constitutive through 

understanding, which unifies perception and world while simultaneously opening beyond it.  

This focus on the embodied nature of perception and imagination also opens new vistas of 

understanding the relationship between the senses and the imagination, as for example, when 

Merleau-Ponty, again aligning himself with Bachelard claims that “each sense has its own 

imaginary” (1968: 245).  That is to say, imagination is not merely an inward sense of passive 

synthesis (Husserl), but rather a reflexive capacity of external metamorphosis, as reflexive, it 

also pulls me into the world by pointing beyond it; the imagination is also an external sense of 

projection beyond the past and towards the future from the present, all imagined as belonging.   

4.4    Conclusion: Imagination and Phenomenology   

While much more could be said of imagination in phenomenology (cf. Kearney, 1998b; 

Casey, 2000; Sallis, 2000, 2012) these short developments of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty point 

to two unique contributions from phenomenological philosophy in understanding the means by 

which imagination connects human being to the world of experience.  Husserl focuses on 

imagination as an intentional capacity, which means that while it is similar to other acts of 

experience (such as perception and memory), imagination is constitutive of objects of experience 

and thus reveals them as they are, which means that imagination as intentional “aims at the 

things themselves” (2005: 192) not at unreal images or false impressions.  As anchored in the 

things themselves, imagination intends objects and provides possible experiential variations of 

imagined objects; thus, as a form of quasi-experience (ibid, 401 – 403, 599 – 616), imagination is 

linked to the objects of perception even as it realizes them as possibilities that extend beyond 

their perceptual “factuality”: imagination is able to constitute phenomena as being-otherwise.   

 78 



 

Thus, rather than a determination of consciousness (which would collapse perception into 

imagination), imagination is an act of consciousness that reveals objects to consciousness rather 

than creating them within it (1970: 3; Jansen, 2010: 144 – 146; cf. Kearney, 1998a: 30).  

Imagination, as a capacity of variational possibility, clarifies the potencies implicit in beings in 

that it actively brings to light, in an act of constitutive intuition, the actual possibilities of 

phenomena even if their disclosure in my experience is invariant.  The imagination therefore 

contributes an openness to experience that perception alone cannot grasp; and, as working with 

the possible meanings of objects of consciousness not immediately intuited by sensory 

perception, imagination provides a unique intuition of possibility not given in the immediacy of 

perception.  

Even though Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of imagination covers many more topics than 

perception and ontology – art, dialectics, and politics, for example – I mainly want to emphasize 

the embodied, context specific, and interpretive aspects of his imagination theory.  While both 

Husserl and Merleau-Ponty locate imagination in and beyond perception, Merleau-Ponty finds 

the imagination to be in active discourse with the invisible structures of meaning implicit within 

the world of perception.  These invisible structures require imagination because they go beyond 

perception, because, as he states early in his career, “perception arouses the expectation of more 

than it contains” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962: 4).  Merleau-Ponty figures imagination as an agent of 

“creative dialogue” between what is revealed in perception and the necessary overflowing of 

perception by experience itself (1968: 24).  

Late in his career, Merleau-Ponty (1968) referred to his sense of imagination as 

elemental, “in Bachelard’s sense, that is…fields, subdued being, non-thetic being, being before 

being…a dehiscence which knows itself as such” (267).  While this statement is rather cryptic, 
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he appears to equate imagination with the fields of meaning that concur and coincide and irrupt 

(dehisce) within perception into being – without prompt, origin, or goal (non-thetic) – which is 

not merely existence, but active participation in an existence.  As imagination, this interpretative 

function that connects my being to the world achieves this connection by interpreting experience 

of the world in light of my projects; and as expansive, connects the meaning of my life and 

projects to the meaning of the world.  By expanding my understanding of the world beyond 

actual experience to possible being, imagination expands experience while still retaining an 

anchor in perceptual experience.  

Imagination is fundamental to both perception and understanding the nature of 

embodiment, and as a form of intentionality it also serves to constitute consciousness in the 

world; it is, capturing both the sense of embodiment and spontaneous creativity, an “organ of 

actuality” to quote Heidegger’s student, Albert Hofstadter (1967: 49).  The full essence of a 

being encountered in experience is never exhausted or fully accumulated by any particular 

perspective or account of that being, so the total prolepsis of that being requires the actively 

interpretive and projective work of imagination.  “Merleau-Ponty brings imagination back to 

life” writes Kearney (1998a), “by demonstrating that imagination never left real life in the first 

place.  Imagining is not opposed to our everyday lived experience.  Even the most ordinary 

instance of perception relies on imagination” (135).  From the phenomenological philosophy of 

Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, the first component of the projective principle of environmental 

imagination follows: imagination is a spontaneously creative mode of consciousness that intends 

perceptual phenomena while projecting beyond perception to possibilities of further experience.  

4.5    Cognitive Activity: Beyond the Subject  
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The hitherto discussed literature has focused on the imagination as an encompassing and 

active power of the individual, but as my theory eventuates in an ēthos, I want to understand the 

imagination as something that moves beyond the subject and projects and understands meaning 

in a broader fashion.  At work in all aspects of life, imagination allows one to think symbolically, 

to mobilize meaning such that it achieves autonomy and becomes a matter of sustained discourse 

with the world from which it emerges.  As essential for the structuring and understanding, the 

shaping, of experience, such a robust and inclusive account of imagination comes along with a 

“rich and broad” sense of experience, which “involves everything that makes us human – our 

bodily, social, linguistic, and intellectual being combined in complex interactions that make up 

our understanding of the world” (Johnson, 1987: xvi).  As I show in the following section, 

current research into the mechanics of cognition posits that imagination is not only a capacity of 

an individual, cognizing being, but rather a process ineluctably tied to personal historicity, 

environmental context, cultural meaning, and social interaction.   

An ēthos that strives to cohere with lived experience then must account for the impact of 

all environments – natural and built - on experience, and recognize that values are generated by 

many processes interpreting and ciphering myriad sources of meaning active in one’s visible and 

invisible surroundings.  I want to continue the phenomenological trends laid out above and begin 

the unseating of the individual imagination with aid from recent developments in non-Cartesian 

cognitive science, or as Lakoff and Johnson (1999) describe it, “the second generation: the 

cognitive science of the embodied mind” (77).  They outline the basic commitments of this new 

approach to the study of human consciousness in contrast to the “fundamental tenets of 

traditional Anglo-American philosophy” which took the mind as coequal to the brain, and 

primarily understandable in terms of its rational operations which were construed in literal terms 
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in formal logic, or in computationalist theories of mind (ibid: 74 – 76).  This new approach to 

cognitive science is based on “two kinds of evidence”: 

(1) [A] strong dependence of concepts and reason upon the body and (2) the centrality to 
conceptualization and reason of imaginative processes, especially metaphor, imagery, 
metonymy, prototypes, frames, mental spaces, and radial categories. (ibid: 77) 
 

Rather than taking mind in a “modern Cartesian view” as a separate substance, as opposed to the 

body, or as operational fundamentally in terms of reason or logical discursivity, cognitive 

science offers an embodied concept of the mind which precludes any such dualisms, and locates 

the dynamism of imaginative processes as the primary means for understanding the world.   

More recently, but in the same groundbreaking spirit of Lakoff and Johnson (individually 

and together), cognitive science has begun to study the interrelation between the embodied mind 

and the world of everyday experience.  Such research has not produced a new theory of 

embodied mind, but has rather extended the theory. Rowlands (2010) comments that this new 

trend “is not, in fact, a conception of the mind at all – not if we understand this as something 

underlying mental states and processes” (10).  He continues: “[Non-dualistic cognitive science] 

is a conception of mental phenomena: it claims that at least some mental phenomena are either 

embodied, embedded, enacted, or extended.  In this, it rejects…Cartesian cognitive science” 

(ibid.) which takes the form of a two substance dualism between the rational mind and extended 

body.   

 While there are many names for the views that constitute non-Cartesian cognitive science 

– extended mind; vehicle, active, and locational externalism; environmentalism; enaction theory, 

etc.29 – they all coincide on a central notion: cognitive processes are not localized to the brain 

29 For a recent and thorough taxonomy, see: Susan Hurley, “The Varieties of Externalism” in The Extended Mind ed. 
Richard Menary, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2010; chapter 3 of Mark Rowlands, The New Science of the Mind: From 
Extended Mind to Embodied Phenomenology, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2010.  
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and some rely on external variables and relationships as much as internal processing.  

“According to [this] view,” writes Rowlands (2009) “at least some mental token processes 

extend into the cognizing organism’s environment in that they are composed, partly (and, on 

most versions, contingently), of manipulative, exploitative, and transformative operations 

performed by that subject on suitable environmental structures” (53). Of course, such an 

approach does not abolish the mind and assert a hegemony of the body (as if the richness of 

experience were reducible to one thing), but rather describes the constant dialogue and 

negotiation between mind and the world within which the thinker finds him or herself – one of 

the earliest formulations of non-Cartesian cognitive science that stressed the importance of 

position and relationality for perception was entitled the “ecological theory” of visual perception.  

Rather than making a normative comment about the state of the natural environment, Gibson 

(1979) uses ecological in the sense that he takes the fundamental unit of his theory to be a system 

formed by an animal and its environment.  

The animal-environment is a cohesive unit because they come together through 

affordances, which are “possibilities or opportunities” offered by the environment to the animal 

(18 – 19).  Affordances are abiotic, biotic, and, in the case of animals that interact with one 

another intentionally, social and psychological (17 – 18; 42 – 43).  Of the last two categories, 

Gibson argues that human “images, pictures, and written-on surfaces afford a special kind of 

knowledge that I call mediated or indirect” (43).  Human perception is mediated because humans 

are able to obtain and store information from environments that they alter through mediation 

(244), but as this is accomplished through language, images, and pictures, the information also 

includes concepts (260).  As affordances are perceived, “knowing is an extension of perceiving” 
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(258), so when humans alter the natural environment they alter the knowledge that the 

environment affords them (129 – 130).   

Indeed, Gibson strongly warns against separating the artificial aspects of the human 

environment from the natural environment, and he likewise admonishes the type of thinking that 

would “separate the cultural environment from the natural environment, as if there were a world 

of mental products distinct from the world of material products” (129).  Through the ability to 

communicate and interact with one another, and to further preserve the meaning of those 

interactions, human alteration of the environment, whether naturally, artificially, or culturally, 

thus necessarily alters what the environment affords in experience.  Gibson’s ecological 

approach to visual perception, and the subsequent theory of affordances, provides a means for 

understanding that human alteration of the environment includes more than just physical change, 

it also includes semiotic change: human values constitute our environments as much as our 

environments help to give meaning to our values. 

While they may employ more mechanistic language, referring to the mind, for example 

as, a “semantic engine” or “intentional machine,” the overall themes of the non-Cartesian model 

accord very strongly with Merleau-Ponty’s account of embodied perception as an equilibrium of 

active, lived meanings (Wilson, 2006: 174 – 175; Thompson, 2007: 14).  Moreover, certain 

philosophers of mind have linked imagination with perception and action (Hutchins, 2010: 433 – 

434) – “enacting” experience – but also with the very preconditions for human existence, 

experience, and cognition.  Johnson (1987) makes a “sweeping claim” as a sort of testament to 

the primordiality of imagination, such that “all of these structures and patterns [that assemble 

networks of meaning, direct and constrain reason, and make anything meaningful whatsoever] 

are matters of the imagination” (139).  Indeed, research into the connections between cognition, 
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perception, and action has yielded a theory of motor imagination (Jeannerod, 1994, 1995, 1997, 

2001) or what Jansen calls “imagination of action” (Jansen, 2010: 149; emphasis in original).  

Under the auspices of such accounts, imagination is no longer construed “as an experience in 

which we seem to see or have a mental picture” but, rather, is an “activity of mentally 

representing an object or scene by way of mentally enacting or entertaining a possible perceptual 

experience of that object or scene” (Thompson, 2007: 143).  

While I will draw on sources from philosophy of mind and cognitive science throughout 

the project, I want to offer a few summarizing remarks on their relationship to environmental 

imagination.  First, even though non-Cartesian cognitive science might recognize distinctions 

between the mental and the physical, it construes cognition and perception as dialectically 

merging the mental and the physical in experience through action.  The mental is not wholly 

reducible to the physical, or vice-versa, but rather the two co-comprise the constant unity of 

mind and body.  Second, and perhaps more importantly, ecological perception, extended mind 

theory, and enactivism show how physical and immediate environments literally carry meaning 

and information that can be adapted and made intelligible (Rowlands, 2010: 37; Noë, 2004: 77).  

Finally, these theories focus on cognition as an ability to act in a world, as constantly interpreting 

the various meaningful structures that allow navigation through a world rich with information.  

On this last point, Gallagher (2012) has argued for extending the mind into the workings of 

social and cultural institutions: “That is, we need to conceive of the mind, not on a functionalist 

interpretation… but as enactively generated in the specific interactions of organism-environment 

(where environment is social as well as physical)” (9; emphasis added).     

 If perception and cognition are interconnected with and mutually constitutive of one’s 

surroundings, i.e. they can be construed as ecological, then so too must the process of 
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imagination be understood as intertwined with the world of experience.  As a capacity for 

enacting meaning beyond perception and prior experiences, the imagination is able to, as it were, 

suspend and expand meaning beyond the data of perception.  “Underlying this…is a vision of 

cognition, and perhaps other mental processes,” says Rowlands (2010), “not as something 

occurring exclusively inside the brains of organisms but as something that organisms achieve, in 

part, because of what they do in and to the world that is outside their brains – whether their 

bodies or wider environments” (49).  

Cognition, as active participation in phenomenal consciousness (Block, 2011: 1), should 

be comprehended in its active capacity for understanding and identifying with the world in all of 

its variety.  Imagination augments perception and expands the meaning emergent in experience 

beyond the actual to the possible and opens new horizons of possibility and provides meaning 

that flows from embeddedness in the world.  The second component of the projective principle of 

environmental imagination follows from the preceding developments in cognitive science: 

Imagination is accordingly necessary for re-envisioning the actual in light of the possible.  

As Murray states, “To imagine is thus to bring new meaning and new project, a new 

situation and being into reality” (1987: 211).  The various processes that combine to unify human 

experience are embodied, enacted, and extended beyond the physical limits of the individual; 

therefore, human experience is connected to its world through active, imaginative participation in 

an environment that affords and absorbs a gradient of meaning, from the visible structures of 

perception to the invisible meanings of imaginative projection, both of which combine into an 

understanding of being in a world and toward a world. 

4.6    The Projective Principle of Environmental Imagination  

Imagination is a spontaneously creative mode of consciousness that intends perceptual 
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phenomena while projecting perception to possibilities of further experience and is accordingly 

necessary for re-envisioning the actual in light of the possible.  As the engine of interactive 

occurrence of self and world, imagination brings the two into dialogue: the personal historicality 

and futural projects of the individual fuse with the meaning-full world.  But of course, this world 

is populated with other beings whose projects may intersect, ignore, complement, or even 

conflict with one’s own, but these specific modalities of interconnectivity presuppose the 

commonality of the shared lifeworld.  That is, as Husserl argued, in order for things to show 

themselves as meaningful to me they must also be available or occurrent for other worlded 

beings.  As meaningfully ascriptive beings as humans are, even dubbing an object “neutral” or 

“foreign” still locates the object, albeit inchoately, within experience.  

“The question as to meaning,” writes von Uexküll “must therefore have priority in all 

living beings” (2010b: 151).  For von Uexküll the question concerning meaning is fulfilled and 

“consummated according to an inclusive meaning plan” composed first of “primal images 

[Urbilder]” which attain persisting form through the living dialogue of meaning “utilizers” and 

meaning “carriers” - a being and those beings that co-constitute its world (159 – 160).  Using 

meaning as a pole star, phenomenological accounts of environmental relationships “want only to 

point to the factors that are present in the subject beyond sensorily given phenomenality and 

which should serve to clarify the interrelations of the world of the senses” (159).  According to 

von Uexküll, the meaningfulness of the lived world more closely resembles a hermeneutic 

interchange between the world and myself than it does as the “product of a subject…of a 

planlessly worked-on object” (151).   

In similar terms, the world presents itself as an abundance of affordances or “entry 

points,” to use a term recently coined by cognitive scientist David Kirsh (1995, 2001; cf. Susi 
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and Ziemke, 2005: 12 - 14).  These are points of entry into the structure of one’s world for the 

cognitive affordances of a perceptive being whereby that being’s comportment to the world 

forms the type of relationships possible for that being and in turn imbues the world with, in 

Kirsh’s terms, “cognitive congeniality” (1995: 212).  Kirsh of course recognizes the other 

possibility, “deforming the topology” of one’s surrounding world through, primarily, technology 

(1996: 415) – an insightful, though not original understanding of the ways in which human being 

can alter its world based on the manner in which the world discloses itself (cf. Heidegger).  

Nevertheless, the point is clear: whether termed functional tones (von Uexküll), equipmentality 

(Heidegger), invisible structures (Merleau-Ponty), affordances (Gibson), or entry points 

(Kirsh)30, both the biotic and abiotic phenomena of the world are (ontologically speaking) 

invitations of meaning in that they incite, elicit, and challenge my being in its interdependent and 

reciprocal negotiations with the world.  While the constituents of this phylum of terms are not 

reducible to one another, they are extremely sympathetic and semiologically continuous with one 

another in that they all speak up the priority of being-in-the-world for understanding the 

relationship between beings and their environments (Susi and Zeimke, 2005: 16 – 18).     

However, experience is not limited to perception or what is afforded through perception, 

and the meaning invited by objects in experience point beyond themselves through the 

relationships that they constitute.  As embedded within a world, no experience is purely 

isolatable from the world, and as intentional, imagination interconnects one with the world by 

interpreting such affordances in terms of significance. As lived, as a hermeneutics of facticity 

(cf. Heidegger GA 63; Heidegger, GA 2: 143 – 160) interpretation does not distance one from 

experience, rather in the achievement of relational understanding, “we have to enter into it” 

30 This list, and its terminology, is a summary of Susi and Ziemke (2005).  
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(Bortoft, 2000: 13).   Because of the interpretive nature of experiential understanding, objects are 

always understood as something wherein this “as” constitutes the affordances ontologically.  “In 

the projecting of understanding” writes Heidegger “begins are disclosed in their possibility” (GA 

2: 151/146).  The world does not consist of isolated objects, but is rather constituted of active 

understandings of those objects.   

In this final section, I want to address the imagination as a form of action in its projective 

capacity for figuring and forming behavior.  Leeuwen (2011), indicates this relationship between 

imagination, understanding, and behavior in his “active imagination thesis” which states: 

There exists a form of imagining that is a continuously updated forward model of action 
in the world, in which action possibilities are constructed in relation to a manifold of 
largely perceptual representations. (56) 
 

Such a “forward model” of imagining points to the anticipatory projecting of imagination, but 

also to the reciprocal, or interconnected, relationship with the environing world that imagination 

participates in.  This last aspect of the environmental imagination is interconnective because, 

through its active projection of meaning, imagination provides a general form and model for 

relating to the environment.  While imagination may generally be related to the formation of 

images – which I discuss in the next chapter – as ontological, imagination allows one to refigure 

reality beyond the limits of perception, into a future.   

The processes of imaginative cognition distribute and locate meaning in the environment 

actively as a reciprocal participation, and so can afford PEB.  Thus is interconnectivity 

envisioned by the imagination and achieved through activity: an ēthos is the living-out of a 

worldview as a performance of meaning. Behavior that is enabled by such an interconnective 

comportment actualizes the meaning distributed into the environment.  Imagination structures 

but also exceeds perception.  Such imagining gains its ethical traction by being lived out.  “One 

 89 



 

can imagine doing an action and then believe that doing that would be good,” claims Leeuwen 

(2011) “where the imagining gives content to the belief” (67).  He continues:  

Such actions may even become habit. If they do, there may eventually cease to be any 
sense in calling them ‘pretense’ since the mental images causing them have long since 
vanished. In that case, the forward model of action lives on through habit, despite the 
death of the image that gave it birth. (ibid) 
 

That is, imaginative cognition is lived out and, in a sense, coalesces into activity in a 

comportment, a being towards the world.   

Through activity, imagination finds expression and makes its mark on the environment.  

Shahn (1967) also comments on this link between imagination and action.  He claims “habit 

itself is the image of action – so often repeated that it no longer requires being consciously 

invoked in order to be acted out” (14).  Another commentator argues: “What [something] means 

has to do with the chain of actions that we are fighting to construct using all of our powers of 

imagination about where that chain will lead us” (Jones, 2013: 124).  He continues, now 

highlighting the ethical implications of such a “chain of actions”: “Cognition, action, and 

communication are not separate, ‘segregated’ spheres but ‘integrated’ aspects of a single 

dynamic process of activity rooted in the moral exigencies of the here-and-now” (ibid.).  Such 

integrated engagement is also inherently ethical (Jones, 2007), because “it is the fact that all of 

our doings… are ways of connecting us with, and thereby, affecting others in some way, that 

gives them their ineluctable moral dimension” (Jones, 2013: 124).   

Pelaprat and Cole (2011) argue that it is the process of imagination that “resolves, 

connects, and coordinates experience…so as to bring about a stable image of the world.  Thereby 

a feeling of oneself in relation to the world emerges” (3).  This “feeling” is then distributed as a 

horizon of meaningful information, which informs the way that I am at work on my life projects.  

An image of the world is thus shot through with intentions, where this phenomenological 
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element of imagination and perception is now enveloped in activity: “Intention is a going-

forward to a goal, an aim, a conceived image of some sort” (Shahn, 1967: 14).  One’s particular 

life-projects and ontological understanding of the environment delimit the meaning, or 

information, that is distributed into the environment through such futurally enveloping images of 

action.   

Bachelard (1969) describes, in his own vernacular,31 this interaction of human 

imagination and world:  

The man [sic] of reverie and the world of his reverie are as close as possible; they are 
touching; they interpenetrate.  They are on the same plane of being; if the being of man 
must be linked to the being of the world, the cogito of reverie will be expressed in the 
following manner: I dream the world, therefore, the world exists as I dream it. (158) 
 
Originarily, the imagination does not act as much as it acts-with; imaginative 

interpretations are not caused by experience but rather grow from experience itself.  Abrams 

(1996) proposes, à la Merleau-Ponty, that the imagination possesses a dialogical quality, that 

“sensory anticipations and projections are not arbitrary; they regularly respond to suggestions 

offered by the sensible itself” (58).  As a hermeneutical activity of understanding, imagination 

thus contributes an ontologically performative understanding of the meaning of phenomena.  An 

ēthos or way of being toward the world is fundamentally altered by the way that beings fit into 

one’s projects as an understanding of the environment.   

For example, a reductive ēthos, such as anthropocentrism, is at once both a frame and 

projection of the relationship that humans share with the beings that compose their environment 

and militates the tendency to overlook human reliance and impact on the wellbeing of the 

31 That is, rêverie (standardly translated as reverie) does not mean daydream, but “designates imagination as a 
constant re-creation of reality” (Kearney, 1998: 101, following [Minkowski, 1960: 12 – 13]). Whereas “dreams” is a 
translation of songes, “to reflect, to contemplate, to muse, to wonder” that is, to actively imagine possibilities in a 
critical and creative way.  Finally, the imagination for Bachelard is both poetic, as creative, and ontological, as 
developing potentialities of being (Bachelard, 1994: xvi; cf. Smith, 1982).  
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environment.  On the other hand, an interconnected ēthos compels one to imagine one’s activities 

as taking place within a network of beings that share a common habitat and therefore what those 

beings are is also fundamentally constituted by such an ēthos.  

Being and behavior are thus inseparable and mutually constitutive: being-ethical is a 

concrete way of situating oneself within the world, in light of the projects that make life 

meaningful, before it is abstracted into a theoretical description of behavior.  As an ēthos, as an 

intentional comportment, interconnectivity – which is not just a connection to, but, a connection 

with, among, and a connection between – as a general way of relating to the world, augments 

perception of the world, and, therefore, the way that experience of the world is understood.  The 

environmental imagination, in essence, effects interconnectivity as a bi-directional 

environmentalism, a “synergic ecology” (Llewellyn, 2003: 67) that operates by the way that it 

frames, gathers, and augments understanding of the world through imaginative projection. 

4.7    Conclusion  

Environmental imagination shows itself ethically as a form of environmental 

consciousness where this refers to both its constitutive and projective powers.  For example, 

recycling waste provides a ubiquitous and very direct image of human interconnectivity with 

environment.  Lived interconnectivity does not deliberate only on rational reasons for recycling; 

it intercorporates such activity within an image of the way that beings in the world are 

connected.  Such habitual activity as recycling belies the ethical projection that such an activity 

encompasses: when I recycle I say just as much about myself as I do about my image of the 

world.  As ontological, environmental imagination projects interconnectivity as a basic, yet 

formative ēthos: human beings are part of, interrelated with, the system(s) of nature.  Marietta 

(2003), speaks of the implications of such a lived ēthos, of an “ontological commitment” to the 
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environment: “Mere intellectual assent to an ontological doctrine is not the commitment I believe 

necessary.  An environmental ethic will not be adequate if it is an abstraction that does not 

engage a person’s thought and feeling and result in the adoption of a way of living” (124).  

Rather than intellectual assent, the imagination provides intentionality (thought with both 

meanings: thing-oriented and deliberate) to such an ontological commitment. That is to say, 

imagination is a capacity for understanding possibilities in the world, that is synthetic (of reason, 

sensation, and emotion) and revelatory (of meaning, action, and possibility).  

The achievement of such an ēthos is envisioned through the imagination and is proven by 

behavior that is revelatory of the ways in which I am connected to the world.  While I could 

imagine manifold possibilities, envisioning experiences as interconnected to the environment 

necessarily shapes the way that the world shows itself through action.  As such, environmental 

imagination shapes the way that I view the world, but also the way that I act in the world.  

Valuing the environment can thus be understood as an experience, rather than as the conclusion 

of an argument or as dependent on the intrinsic property of natural objects that must be 

acknowledged even if not perceived.  In order to show the operative and formative power of such 

interconnectivity as an ēthos, I cross disciplinary lines in the next chapter to recent theoretical 

and empirical research in environmental psychology that shows how such lived interconnectivity 

alters the way that one understands the world and can serve as a firm grounding for rethinking 

human relations to the environment. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

IMAGINING A SUSTAINABLE WORLD 
 
5.1    Introduction 

This final chapter has two major thematic arcs: individual and collective PEB.  In order to 

disclose the former, I turn to environmental psychology, which focuses on affective motivations 

for shifting behavior and adopting an individual worldview grounded in PEB.  In order to 

imagine a sustainable world however, PEB must also be writ large in the collective imagination.  

In order to bridge the gap between the individual and collective, I turn to images, the products of 

imagination.  In previous chapters, imagination was explored as a capacity for (amongst other 

things) interconnecting human being with the environment as a form of environmental 

consciousness.  This consciousness was conceptualized in the form of an ēthos or moral habitat 

within which ethical relationships are not limited only to human interactions, but nevertheless in 

which any human interaction is prima facie ethical in that it always already happens within an 

interconnected environment.  An ēthos then, is that which affords “the position and orientation of 

the moral subject vis-à-vis the environment” (Brown, 1999: 8). 

 This chapter thus widens the analysis of human imagination in environmental 

consciousness: imagination is an individual capacity, yet also a defining element of human being 

in general, a conditio humana that is “subject to cultural and historical change expressed in a 

manifold of entangled material and mental, individual and collective images” (Huppauf and 

Wulf, 2009: 16).32 I turn to images in order to see the environmental imagination at work beyond 

the individual in a collective sense of imagination. While individual experience plays an 

inimitable role in constituting a worldview, sociocultural meanings provide an overarching 

32 With trustworthy excess, William Blake (1998) also comments on the totality of imaginative existence: 
“Imagination is not a state; it is the human existence itself” (108).  
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structure within which individual experiences are manifest.  The basic thesis of this chapter is 

that, in terms of environmental issues – many of which elude direct experience – images impart 

contexts for understanding and can serve as mediators and drivers of ethical change.   

As the means by which an individual imagination is linked to a collective and shared 

understanding of the world, images play an important role in re-imagining the way that humans 

live on the earth and with others.  In this chapter, I mainly focus on the tra(ns)versive 

characteristics of images, how they carry and extend meaning.  While the imagination is 

indubitably an individual capacity, the world of experience is a shared world wherein the 

meaning of images is collectively and culturally constituted.  

The work of the individual imagination is an expression of the peculiarities and 

uniqueness of individual life projects. But existence is no tabula rasa, and the form that things 

take in imagination are not eruptions of a solipsistic will.  Rather, the meaning of an image is 

historically and culturally bound even if its individual instantiation is necessarily interpreted and 

integrated in disparate ways.   

This cultural boundedness of images may present a weakness in terms of cross-cultural 

disseminations of value or place-based arguments for PEB.  While images may arrive with 

meanings that closely adhere to specific cultures, the imagination specializes in processing the 

foreign, analogizing differences, and importing similitude from the vast regions of experience 

and memory within which it roams.  Surely, images of the desiccated Aral Sea are perhaps more 

poignant in Central Asia with the populace that has lived through one of the worst environmental 

disasters in modern history, but it takes only a short bound of imagination to link such images to 

(images of) the similar disaster of Owens Lake, which aside from being an emblem of the effects 

of unimaginative resource diversion, is now the largest source of dust pollution in the United 
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States (Reheis, 1997: 25999).  Even though they are over 10,000 km apart, images of the two 

lakes unify into a cross-cultural image that on one hand transcends the cultures of California and 

Kazakhstan, and on the other creates a commonality between the two places.  Images, to utilize 

Heise’s phrasing, provide both a sense of place and a sense of planet, where “detailed 

exploration of a local site that on close inspection turns out to be linked to the global in 

unanticipated, sometimes unsettling, and sometimes exhilarating ways” (210).  Images thus 

exhibit a degree of cultural relativity wherein certain meaning is culturally relative yet still open 

enough to stand in for disparate incidents across the planet. Such images reinforce and widen the 

scope of an environmental ēthos because they reinforce the fact that while cultures may create 

real boundaries between humans (and, indeed, between humans and the environment), the global 

environment is both a common origin and inheritance, and through it all inhabitants of the planet 

are essentially interconnected.    

This chapter therefore provides an extended discussion and analysis of eco-images as 

presentations that emphasize the interconnections between humans and their environments.  I 

argue that images, as tethers to cultural imagination, have the potential to stimulate 

transformations in socio-cultural perceptions about the environment and propose that images, 

aside from iconically memorializing environmental disasters or destruction, can also elicit and 

encourage ethical responses to environmental issues. Hence, I argue that a turn to images and 

imagination can aid in bridging the gap between environmental knowledge and ethical action in 

both local and global contexts. As Gianfranco Marrone pithily states, “Nature never speaks by 

itself” (Pevrini: 2012: 73), but through images something is communicated about the 

environment, and by focusing on images that, continuing the trope, speak for themselves, I 

advocate for the use of eco-images as conduits for ethical understanding and action. Finally, to 
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conclude the first section, I argue that it is exclusively of the realm of the imagination to both 

constitute and project this kind of “moral meaning” in images; and so inquiries into 

environmental imagination, if they are to inform the way that the human relationship to the 

environment is understood, should embrace eco-images as viable means of forwarding 

environmental education and awareness, as well as serving as objects to inspire cultural and 

political change, in order to enable PEB on a collective level.  

I then widen the function of environmental imagination by reinterpreting it in a socio-

cultural lens in the form of imagined communities or imaginaries.  As a formative part of 

cultural imagination, an environmental imagination or imaginary is a “conceptual tool” that 

“reveals how various images signaled and catalyzed changes in perception intrinsically related to 

the changing place of the environment in the cultural imagination” (Klaver, 2013a: 3). Such a 

conceptual tool also functions “as a paradigmatic lens to show a shift in mentality” wherein 

“images function as a barometer for change in environmental relations” (ibid).  As indicated in 

chapter 1, Klaver’s ongoing project with the environmental imagination is one of the few 

approaches in environmental philosophy to scrutinize the ethical efficacy of images, and my turn 

to imaginaries directly follows from her work (ibid: 7 – 9). Linking the individual environmental 

imagination with the collectivizing power of a cultural imaginary both expands the boundaries of 

the imagination’s efficacy and lays the ground for understanding the power of images to bind 

together – to gather – the efforts of individuals into communities of experience (Klaver, 2013a, 

2013b).   Through concerted efforts and communal projects, the intentions of individuals are 

cohesively shared, which, much as the individual imagination can increase the meaning of 

experience, augments and coheres the distinct images that set the ethical horizon within which 
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one acts.  In short, the imagination is both a capacity of individuals, as well as a means for 

constitution and projection meaning amongst those individuals. 

 While I discuss the environmental imagination as a social practice that constitutes and 

initiates changes in culture in more detail below, the final section focuses on using the 

imagination to inject a sense of creativity and hopefulness into the culture of environmentalism. 

Surely, while it is prudent to assess risks, plan for life-altering events, and in general prepare for 

the possibility of continued environmental degradation, disconnection from the environment, 

species and biodiversity loss, etc. this is but one possible line of thinking, and as Weston (2012) 

points out, it is a line of thinking that remains bounded within the very paradigm that 

promulgated the environmental issues that the planet now faces (9 - 11).  Rather, a turn to 

imagination is a turn to new possibilities, to hope, to changing culture through aspiration and 

collective efforts.  

5.2   Connections with Environmental Psychology 

Though I have argued throughout that the world of lived experience is a world entangled 

with natural, cultural, and built environments, environmental psychology focuses on the 

interconnectivity and interdependence of human flourishing with the natural environment.  As 

I’ve shown in the preceding chapters however, such focus doesn’t derive from a position of 

essential human alienation from the natural world, but rather focuses on the very real need for 

understanding just how connected humans are with all meaningful aspects of the environment. 

As interconnection, such understanding of human relationships with the natural environment 

proves to have moral force and is thus instructive for expanding moral boundaries in the 

formation of worldviews that promote the flourishing of the natural environment. Such an ēthos 

of interconnectivity is catalyzed by the environmental imagination through its intention and 
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augmentation of meaning in the world.  While such imaginative projection is also at the root of 

fantasy, the concretion of such connectivity is realized (that is, made existentially operative) in 

and through activity.  Such a theory of imagination thus exceeds perception, but attains 

normativity in that the ontological constitution of the environment is imagined otherwise. 

Therefore, as a capacity for shaping understanding of the environment, environmental 

imagination is also a capacity for shifting behavior and worldviews in the form of an 

interconnective ēthos that actualizes potentialities inherent in environmental meaning.  In the 

words of poet Emily Dickinson (1999), “The Possible’s slow fuse is lit / By the Imagination” 

(608). 

As my account of environmental imagination is ultimately concerned with providing a 

theory of environmental imagination that reforms environmentally destructive and negligent 

behavior, I begin with analysis of what environmental psychologists refer to as “pro-

environmental behavior” (PEB). I turn to environmental psychology generally, and PEB 

specifically, because they provide concrete examples of how attitudes, actions, and behaviors can 

be fundamentally modified through the projection of an ēthos of interconnectivity with the 

environment. The concept of PEB takes its cue from Stern’s (2000) influential account of 

“environmentally significant behavior” from which “pro” and “anti” environmental behavior are 

intrinsically linked to how worldviews shape and inform action.  In the following sections, I 

discuss various theoretical scales that environmental psychologists utilize to measure motivators 

for PEB, and then argue that such scales offer valuable insight for understanding the ethical 

relationships that humans form with their environments.  The preceding philosophical accounts 

provide the groundwork for understanding how PEB frames and forms worldviews, while the 
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proceeding psychological accounts provide narratives and empirical means for understanding 

how PEB functions practically within lived experience.  

Stern describes such behavior as “the extent to which it changes the availability of 

materials or energy from the environment or alters the structure and dynamics of ecosystems or 

the biosphere itself” (2000: 408; cf. Stern: 1997).  As Axelrod and Lehman state (1993), such 

behavior can generally be regarded in terms of “actions which contribute towards environmental 

preservation and/or conservation” (153). Furthermore, environmental psychology has also 

focused on the effects of architecture, urban spaces, and other social settings since its beginnings 

(cf. Seamon, 1979; Seamon and Mugerauer 1985; Poshansky, 1987; Mugerauer, 1995; 

Pallasmaa, 2005).  

The primary contention of PEB is that the flourishing of the environment strongly relies 

on patterns of human behavior (Lévy-Leboyer et al, 1996: 123; Steg and Vlek, 2009: 309; Park 

and Ha, 2012: 389). Though it appears in several permutations, PEB is consistently understood 

in environmental psychology as “behavior that harms the environment as little as possible, or 

even benefits the environment” (Steg and Vlek, 2009: 309).  For example, this emphasis is 

evident in the following six-part model developed by Joireman et al (2001): signing petitions, or 

contributing to environmental causes, product selection based on environmental attributes, voting 

for political candidates for environmental reasons, membership in environmental groups, and 

reading publications by environmental groups (cf. Hoot and Friedman, 2011: 93).  

Behavior in the context of an ēthos can be understood phenomenologically as “meaning-

endowing experiences of consciousness” (Husserl 1969: 22), or in Schutz’s development of 

Husserl’s project of intersubjectivity, “‘behavior’ [is] an experience of consciousness that 

bestows meaning through spontaneous activity” (1967: 55 – 56). In her ongoing research into 
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environmental interconnectivity as a commitment that leads to PEB, Davis (2011) states it this 

way: “The person–environment relationship is bidirectional: just as human behavior affects the 

well-being of the environment, changes in the environment affect human well-being” (257). 

Additionally, I focus on interconnectivity because, as has also been advanced in environmental 

psychology by Tenbrunsel et al (1997), a feeling of lived interconnectivity with the environment 

reinforces and motivates changes in behavior more effectively than just spreading knowledge 

from physical sciences about the state of the environment (2).   

While the recent empirical approach to studying PEB is prolific (Bruni et al, 2012: 198), 

several promising approaches to understanding human-environment relationships are emblematic 

of the ēthos that I have been propounding, in that all of them ground PEB in the extent to which 

individuals envision themselves as interconnected with their environment. Though such a 

worldview can be traced back to the “New Environmental Paradigm” (NEP) proposed by 

sociologists Dunlap and Van Liere (1978), it is only in the last decade or so that attempts to 

measure the relationship between such a worldview and behavior have become more prevalent in 

the social sciences. For example, Dunlap et al (2000) propose the “New Ecological Paradigm 

Scale” as a means of measuring individual endorsement of an ecological worldview through 15 

statements and questions that span 4 categories: ecological limits; balance of nature; human 

domination; and ecological catastrophe (438).   

These four categories are measured against an anthropocentric worldview that endorses 

human exclusion from the environment, the “Human Exemptionalism Paradigm,” which states 

that humans, unlike every other species, are exempt from forming interdependent relationships 

with the natural environment (ibid: 432; cf. Dunlap and Catton, 1994). In a similar vein, but with 

closer attention to environmental behavior, Kaiser et al (2003) propose their own list of 65 
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ecological activities and their alternatives that they use to measure “General Ecological 

Behavior” (GEB), by validating such behavior against the “environmental consequences of the 

behaviors” (19). GEB goes beyond the NEP because it stresses the importance of ecological 

activity, which is more predictive of future behavior than self-reported worldview endorsements 

(ibid: 12).  Both NEP and GEB employ the term “ecological” to stress the impact that human 

behavior has upon the environment (ibid: 11; Dunlap et al, 2000: 428).  “In short,” state Dunlap 

et al, “a proecological orientation or ‘seeing the world ecologically’ reflected by a high score on 

the NEP scale, should lead to proenvironmental beliefs and attitudes on a wide range of issues” 

(ibid).  

 Other approaches measure affective connectivity to the environment. The 

“Connectedness to Nature Scale” (CNS) developed by Mayer and Frantz (2004) measures “an 

individual’s affective, experiential connection to nature” that “follows from Leopold’s 

contention that people need to feel they are part of the broader natural world if they are to 

effectively address environmental issues” (504 – 505). Another approach that focuses on 

affectivity is the “Nature-Relatedness Scale” (NR), which is an ongoing project inspired by 

Wilson’s concept of biophilia and the notion of ecological identity coined by Naess (1973).  The 

motivating principle of NR is that “disconnection from the natural world may be contributing to 

our planet’s destruction” and the authors therefore assess “the affective, cognitive, and 

experiential aspects of individual’s connections to nature” (Nisbet et al, 2009: 715). The NR 

scale has three components. First, it encompasses “one’s appreciation for and understanding of 

our interconnectedness with all other living things on earth,” but such understanding is not 

superficial enjoyment of only “sunsets and snowflakes” (ibid).  Rather, NR is also “an 

understanding of the importance of all aspects of nature, even those that are not aesthetically 
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appealing to humans.”  Lastly, NR is a quality of the self – it is “trait-like” – in that it endures 

through time and across situations (ibid: 718).   

Finally, environmental interconnectivity as an attitude, as a lived comportment, can prove 

predictive of PEB, and thus stands as a crucial component for realizing the ontological 

commitment mentioned above (Davis et al, 2011: 259).  Research by Fazio and Zanna (1978, 

1981) has shown that direct experiences of the environment, i.e. means first-person experience 

(Duerden and Witt, 2010) of the natural aspects of the world - including places, processes and 

phenomena that are not “man-made (e.g. zoos, nature centers)” – lead to the development of 

affective (attitudinal and valuative) and evaluative (moral) based attitudes in the form of PEB 

(ibid; cf. Kellert, 2002).  Indirect experience of the environment includes experience of zoos and 

nature centers above, but also covers vicarious experience of the environment through course 

instruction and media; these other forms of environmental experience promote cognitively based 

PEB. Whether direct or indirect therefore, experience of the environment, and the extent to 

which one feels connected to it, are formative of an overall environmental consciousness that 

underlies “environmental concerns, intentions to act in a proenvironmental way, and broad-based 

measures of proenvironmental behavior” (Bruni et al, 2012: 198).   

Schultz (2002) refers to nature-connectedness as a “primitive” belief that affects 

subsequent attitudes and behaviors.  As Rokeach (1968) defines them, primitive beliefs stand at 

the heart of person’s worldview and “represent his [sic] ‘basic truths’ about physical reality, 

social reality, and the nature of the self” (6).  As inflecting an entire network of the way in which 

reality is perceived and revealed, interconnectivity informs a wide range of specific actions, 

attitudes, and understanding about the way that one should live. Though basic – “primitive” – 
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such comportment is therefore ethical as it establishes active norms that structure the world and 

guide behavior.   

These theoretical accounts of the link between an interconnected comportment and PEB 

is reflected in this first-hand account of a teenager who participated in a two-part workshop that 

first studied the Amazon rainforest, and subsequently experienced the rainforest first-hand: 

I think, you know, before we learned about the rain forest and stuff, I knew about the rain 
forest and all the environmental stuff, I knew about it but I did not really like you know 
do anything about it. But now you know after I have seen it…like that now with us being 
here it is me making like care more and do more to save the environment. (Duerden and 
Witt, 2010: 390) 
 

The authors refer to this as a “transformative process” (ibid), and it is clear from the statement 

that the youth is recounting a transformation in attitude reflected in their behavior. As this 

anecdote, and the various scales recounted above show, interconnectivity, and awareness of, the 

environment grows from and is in turn integrated into experience of the environment.  Though 

not all are transformative, environmental experiences concatenate into an overall image of the 

environment, while direct experiences provide phenomenal meaning for figuring the ethical 

nature of environmental relations.   

As well as focusing on interconnectivity as an active component of consciousness, 

several studies have focused on behavioral changes linked to the attitude that informs PEB in 

areas such as: littering (Heberlein, 1972), yard-burning (Dunlap and Van Leire, 1978), energy 

conservation (Black et al, 1985), recycling (Hopper and Nielsen, 1991), supporting 

environmental protection (Stern et al, 1985), and willingness to pay for such protection through 

taxes and regulation (Guagnano and Stern, 1994; Turaga, et al, 2010: 213).  To this list, 

Homburg and Stolberg (2006) add:  
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Environmental activism (e.g. active involvement in environmental organization), non-
activist behavior in the public-sphere (e.g. petitioning on environmental issues), private 
sphere environmentalism, or behavior in organizations (e.g. design of products). (1 – 2)   
 

Thus, relations, connections, and dependencies on the environment – in short, interconnectedness 

to the environment – do not generate ethical rules as much as they generally guide behavior by 

creating desires, goals, and intentions that differ from the paradigm of mass consumption and 

consumer culture.  After all, environmental activism, for example, will necessarily take different 

forms and address different issues depending on the individuals and environmental issues 

involved.  

For example, research in Japan and Thailand (Kuribayashi and Aoyagi-Usui, 1998; 

Aoyagi-Usui, et al 2003) shows that such an approach to understanding PEB is translatable 

across cultural lines.33  Kuribayashi and Aoyagi-Usui (1998) provide a list of “pro-

environmental activity at the individual level” that includes political activity, energy and 

resource conservation, and green consumerism in Thailand and Japan (37 – 46).  Recent research 

in Sweden shows that environmental connectedness, as a “psychological construct” is also 

present in the Nordic cultural idea of friluftsliv, (Beery, 2013: 94) – “outdoor life” – that “seeks a 

deeper relationship between people and the natural world which emphasizes emotional ties, and 

an implication for a lifestyle which leads to sustainable living” (Takano, 2009: 2).  

While such theories do not engage recent environmental philosophy, they all directly cite 

or indirectly resemble Leopold’s insights from A Sand County Almanac, “that people need to feel 

they are part of the broader natural world if they are to effectively address environmental issues” 

(Mayer and Frantz, 2004; cf. Bazerman et al, 1997: 253; Dutcher et al, 2007: 479; Davis et al, 

2009, 2011).  Interconnectivity as a lived, pretheoretical worldview motivates PEB and 

33 Though, as they state in their conclusion “the structure of environmental values in Asian countries differs from 
those in Western countries” (2003: 30). 
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undergirds more robust ethical theories proposed by environmental ethics and more traditional 

policy approaches such as appealing to negative emotions, i.e. fear and guilt, or spreading 

informational knowledge and awareness (Kelly et al, 2012: 36).  Additionally, these models of 

interconnectivity describe experiential and affective connections to the environment rather than 

material or economic connectivity.  Dutcher et al (2007), for example, argue that an intuitive 

rather than material sense of environmental connectivity lies at the heart of environmental 

values:  

Connectivity with nature focuses not on the material, biophysical, and economic 
interactions between people and nature (Gesellschaft) but rather on the subjective 
experience that people and nature are of the same type (Gemeinschaft). Thus, 
connectivity is not only about seeing the environment as part of ourselves but also about 
seeing ourselves as part of the environment. (489) 
 

As such, environmental psychology provides both theoretical and applied research potentially 

complementary to environmental philosophy in its pursuit to analyze, describe, and diagnose the 

current and ongoing ecological crisis while ethical interconnectivity extends the bounds of moral 

experience and consciousness open to the formation of a new meaningful ordering of life and 

value (cf. Brown, 2007: 86 – 89).   

5.3    Individual and Collective PEB 

Imagination frames, interpolates, and extrapolates meaning within experience, so 

environmental consciousness can project a form for behavior to take, as well as the impetus to 

envision future activities and life projects in an ecologically sustainable fashion. Environmental 

imagination then is a capacity for interconnectivity that is present within perception, yet has the 

ability to extend beyond present experience to anticipate and inform being-in-the-world.  The 

findings of environmental psychology provide concrete examples of how such an ēthos, a being-

towards-the-world, is a lived projection of relatedness to the natural world that is intelligible and 
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formative prior to theoretical generalizations. Such an ethic is positioned to guide behavior, 

which in turn governs the way that beings are disclosed; and while an ēthos of interconnectivity 

is admittedly general, it nevertheless remains open and flexible to the unfolding nature of 

environmental experience.   

Imagination, as a creative and ethical capacity can therefore find its impetus and ethical 

thrust as emergent from but also part of the wider environment that one is always already 

embedded within.  An interconnected ēthos expands beyond the individual and locates ethics not 

as a disembodied, purely rational cognitive process, but rather as a capacity and practice that 

actualizes values and meaning.  While worldviews and behavior are intertwined, it is through 

action that worldviews take shape and thicken experience with values and meaning.  Ethics then 

becomes less a matter of disconnected decision-making subject to explicit articulation or 

grounding in logical maxims, and more a negotiation of experience, of realizing imaginative 

projections that gather experience as ethical inhabitation, as an interconnected implication of 

action, place, and personal projects.  Instead of opposing or antagonizing ethical agency, 

imagination thus expands and galvanizes the boundaries of moral meaning and consideration.  

The environmental imagination as a pervasive and integrating capacity for understanding oneself 

as part of a community is not a theory alongside other forms that ethical life may take, but rather 

shows how lived experience is always already ethically constituted and constitutive.  “The 

imagination,” writes Bachelard (1983) “invents more than objects and dramas, it invents a new 

life, a new spirit; it opens eyes which hold new types of visions” (16).   

Environmentalism, as a socio-cultural movement has largely been vested with the 

trappings of a “psychology of despair” (Hicks, 1999), and the continued degradation and 

despoliation of all human environments. While Hayashi (2008) utilizes Hans Jonas’ work to 
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flesh out an imagination-based environmental ethic as a “heuristics of fear” (37), this is both a 

misappropriation of the tone of Jonas’ work on imagination, and a seemingly shortsighted 

employment of the power of imagination.  Specifically, whereas Hayashi calls on imagination to 

invoke a sense of fear or panic about the fates of future generations (ibid: 37 – 38), the futural 

emphasis that is at the heart of imaginative projection can also draw on images of the future not 

bound within the same frameworks of the past or the present, blazing the trail for positive visions 

of the future.  

Yet, individual desire and motivation is not enough to guarantee a widespread, collective 

culture of PEB.  The above insights of environmental psychology are indubitably valuable, 

however, all of the scales of connectivity focus on the individual, on the growth of personal PEB. 

Environmental imagination, with its focus on individual and collective PEB offers an alternative 

to environmentalism that does not stall on individual will to change, which can lead to guilt or 

despair when such change is not recognized collectively. I now turn to images, which serve as 

bridges between individuals and collectives.  It is only through images of hope and aspirational 

activities that any individual or group can envisage a plan to change the world or the conditions 

by which the world is understood. 

5.4    Images and Environmental Imagination 

In this section I analyze images in two ways that are mainly derived from a distinction 

Bachelard makes regarding the nature of images. In Earth and Reveries of the Will, Bachelard 

(2002) introduces the notion that images inhabit a space of introversion and extroversion, 

between individual experience and the wider, shared world.  “In the final analysis,” he writes, 

“all images emerge somewhere on a continuum between these two poles.  They exist 

dialectically, balancing the seductions of the external universe against the certitudes of the 
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self…Each image…must be understood in its full complexity.  The loveliest images are often 

hotbeds of ambivalence” (7). Bachelard is here pointing out the dialectical nature of an image in 

its originality and trans-subjectivity, its dual uniqueness and generality.  As Kearney (1998) 

remarks, “Bachelard marveled at the mystery that the image can be both unique to the originating 

consciousness and yet common to different subjects” (100).  Images, as discussed in this chapter, 

bridge the gap between the meaningfulness of my world and the meaningfulness of the shared 

world of experience.  

I turn first to the introversive, or inward-turning aspects of images by reflecting on 

various aspects and attributes of images that emphasize their pervasive presence and affect on 

experience.  I draw on the work of several thinkers to discuss the related traits that images, 

understood in the sense that I shortly discuss, possess when they are experienced and operative 

within experience. To capture their world-disclosive, or extroversive qualities, I discuss eco-

images, in general and specific turns, as both conduits and symbols for actions that communicate 

and define the way that humans understand and connect to the environment.  I argue that images 

should be tapped to further the efforts of environmental thought and ethical action because they 

stand in a unique position between perceptual information and personal connection.  Images are 

thus not only complementary to scientific data and/or policy approaches, but also augmentative 

and binding in a way that neither data nor policy can alone establish.   

I employ image in a general way in order to distinguish images, which are synesthetic 

phenomena that encapsulate the robustness of experience in all of its cognitive, physical, and 

affective aspects, from ideas or concepts.  Following Pelaprat and Cole (2011), I use image as a 

catchall term for the products of the imagination, though, in what follows, the meaning of 

images, what they are, will be explored in terms of what they do and how they function within 
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experience.  Namely, I focus on how images embed individuals in communities of experience, 

and mediate between ethical experience and environment.  Subsequently, I discuss images in 

their phenomenality – as they function in and shape individual experience, and commonality – as 

shared objects of the world. In terms of the former, the preceding chapters have attempted to 

expose and develop the role that imaginative thinking and meaning play in life and experience – 

in short, an individual’s image is an internal means of connecting to and interpreting some aspect 

of the world.  

While ideas and concepts are intertwined with imaginative thinking (Johnson, 1993; 

Brann, 1991: 183; Murray, 1986: 5 – 9; Taylor, 1981: 214 – 217), the terms carry abstract 

connotations, whereas an image is able to call forth and present the thick density of being-in-the-

world.  To utilize a distinction that Husserl makes in his discussion of imaginal intentionality, 

imaginative presentification [Vergegenwärtigung] is not memory or mental representation, but a 

production of lived experience that remains continuous with the perceptual awareness of the 

experienced environment (Hua III: 250, 260, 265f; cf. Brann, 1991: 126).  Thus, this continuity 

between imagination and experience “turns out to imply a parallelism between actuality and 

possibility” (Jansen, 2005: 235), i.e. the actuality of lived experience contains imaginative 

possibility of other variations of lived experience. 

 Though visual images serve in the “role of a model” (Nancy, 2005: 4), images are by no 

means reducible to a mere picturing, as if all of experience is captured through visual 

phenomena.  Kearney (1998) unpacks this synaesthetic and thick character of images even 

further.  He writes – blurring the thought of Bachelard and Merleau-Ponty – that “every ‘visible’ 

dimension of being…is correlatively connected to an invisible or imaginary dimension” 

inclusive of images as distinct as that of my own body or the nation in which I live (121). As 
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relating and referring to experience, images are intimate; they “throw in my face an intimacy that 

reaches me in the midst of intimacy – through sight, through hearing, or through the very 

meaning of words” (ibid.).  Nancy continues: “the image is not only visual: it is also musical, 

poetic, even tactile, olfactory or gustatory, kinesthetic, and so on” (ibid).  This description of 

images parallels the account given by Merleau-Ponty when he makes the claim that “each sense 

has its own imaginary” (1969: 245).  

Images, even when called forth in imaginative reverie, bespeak the cultural context 

within which they are meaningful, and the way in which they are personally interpreted reveals 

the ontological meaning and the nature of the relationship that had phenomena through the 

image.  As cultural phenomena, images are intersubjectively constituted and saturated with the 

meaning invested in them by those who understand and employ them to make sense of the world.  

Images are therefore simultaneously personal and transpersonal, subjective and intersubjective, 

specifically compelling yet communicably general.  Images of the world, as products of the 

imagination, emerge from experience and are, in that sense, internal, intimate, or introversive, 

but they are always bounded by extant discourses and their meaning – indeed, in order even to be 

meaningful – is presupposed by their collective legibility, by referring to a shared world. In this 

sense then, images are socio-cultural phenomena that are heterogeneous and heterochronous, yet 

because they are historically bound and mediated by cultural meaning they also externally 

project a context.  Such a context can be shared and inserted into one’s own understanding of the 

world because images are also trans-subjective in that they are digestible phenomena that exceed 

the personal while never relinquishing the subjectivity of their appeal.   

Images are in a sense intersubjective “tethers” to wider communities of experience: to be 

relevant, images must be personally legible and open to experiential participation, but the 
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manner in which they are understood implicates one within a discourse constituted by 

experiences outside of one’s own.  Thus, as a vegetarian, my image of a cow does not reveal the 

animal as a source of food for me; but within my culture the image of a cow obviously contains 

the possibility of being eaten by others.  The image is culturally selfsame but always open to 

further and different means of interpretation. But as the yoke that binds the possible 

understandings, images are not merely relative interpretations of reality that only nominally refer 

to the same thing.  “An image” explains Tarkovsky “possesses the same distinguishing features 

as the world it represents.  An image…is indefinite in meaning. One cannot speak of the infinite 

world by applying tools that are definite and finite” (Guibert, 1983).  Perception and the senses 

carry meaningful images of experience highlighting the synesthetic and world-disclosing 

potency of the imagination. 

There is therefore, no such thing as a naïve or pure image: all images refer, relate, or 

repeal some prior or concurrent understanding of the world.  Indeed, images are introversive 

precisely because they “absorb external life” (Didi-Hubermann, 2009: 43) and inject it into the 

imagination that in turn projects meaning outwards, extroversively, into the world. As images 

“turn outwards,” they are modified by personal experience and cultural worldviews; but no 

single worldview or experience ever exhausts the totality of meaning that images contain.  

There have been several attempts to conceptualize this extroversive potency of images.  

Barthes (1977) calls this excessiveness the “obtuse meaning” of images, which exceeds the 

informational and obvious meaning that they disclose. Visual theorist W.J.T. Mitchell (1996) 

writes, perhaps excessively, of the “lives and loves of images” and, describes “pictures” in this 

way: 
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[They] are things that have been marked with all the stigmata of personhood: they exhibit 
both physical and virtual bodies; they speak to us, sometimes literally, sometimes 
figuratively.  They present, not just a surface, but a face that faces the beholder. (72) 
 

Though this earlier iteration of the essay uses the term picture, cross-referencing the more recent 

version clarifies Mitchell’s oscillation in terminology from picture to image: “By ‘image’ I mean 

any likeness, figure, motif, or form that appears in some medium or other” (2005: xiii).  A 

picture however, “in its most extended sense…refers to the entire situation in which an image 

has made its appearance, as when we ask someone if they ‘get the picture’” (ibid: xiv).  From 

this it seems safe to deduce that a picture is any material manifestation of an image, and a 

photograph is but one instantiation of an image; indeed, Mitchell claims that “pictures arise in all 

other media” including: cinema, sculptures, photographs, “a caricature or stereotype,” in 

propositions and texts, and, finally, in the “imagination and memory of an embodied 

consciousness” (ibid: xiii – xiv). 

In a later work, Mitchell (2005), referencing Heidegger, asserts that images are “our way of 

gaining access to whatever events and practices are” (xiv) within a wider cultural context. 

Images are not just mirrors of the world, but “ways of world-making” (xv) due to their “surplus 

value” (77 – 106).  

Indeed, Heidegger’s “The Origin of the Work of Art” (1977/1993) also reveals the way in 

which images absorb and reflect a world. While much has been made about the identity of the 

owner of the shoes portrayed in Van Gogh’s painting (cf. Schapiro, 1968; Sallis, 2008; Thomson, 

2011), what is decisive about the painted shoes, as Heidegger shows through his explication, is 

their ability to contain and disclose the structure of a world – whether it is of a peasant or a city-

dweller.  If the shoes are taken in an abstracted way, “allgemeinem ein Paar Schuhe [a pair of 

shoes in general]” (18/159), that is, if the image is taken as only presenting literal information, 
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then nothing more than information can be gleaned from the image.  However, as Heidegger 

shows throughout the text, the image of the shoes resonates with the totality of the experienced 

world, and what is revealed by the image is not a mere re-presentation or reproduction of an 

object, but rather an opening into a rich, culturally instantiated world (18 – 19/159 – 160) of 

which the image both contains and enacts a wide-ranging constellation of meanings.  

More recently, Sallis (2000) has written of the vacillation of images by which they 

escape determinacy in any single iteration, account, or experience (100).  Recalling Bachelard, 

this vacillation is a movement between the introverted and extroverted meaning of the image, 

between what is one’s own and a wider determination of what the thing is (102).  Images are thus 

not indeterminate but experiential phenomena oversaturated with determinate meanings.  

For environmental imagination, this oversaturated quality of images provides a space for 

socio-cultural discourse on the way that environmental issues are framed and communicated.  

Such a framework can help differentiate the kind of value attributed to images, and subsequently, 

what kind of value is projected onto the places, processes, and phenomena that the images 

epitomize.   Images, as a means of projecting meaning into the world but also navigating an 

intersubjectively constituted world, are not mere mental representations, but are rather, in 

another of Bachelard’s provocative phrases, the flaring up “of Being in the imagination” (1969: 

xiv).   

Because the imagination is subjective and transsubjective, personal and generalizable, of 

experience and yet capable of surpassing experience, its products abound with meaning, persist 

through interpretation, and can provide context, value, and ethical weight when understanding 

and communicating environmental issues.  As spontaneous phenomena, images allow the 
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invisible to become visible, capturing an event, process, or state of affairs, and then presenting it 

to imaginative consciousness.  

5.5   Eco-Images 

I now turn from the preceding phenomenological description of images directly to eco-

images, which I discuss in their relation to the environmental imagination.  Continuing from the 

account above, such images stress human interconnection with the environment and can serve to 

encourage and mobilize PEB.  My continued focus is on how images are operative in increasing 

individual PEB, providing context and the opportunity for indirect experience of environmental 

issues, and catalyzing social movements through their realization of a more interconnected vision 

of humans and their environments.  I supplement this theoretical focus with interspersed 

examples and elaborations of images that exemplify these aspects. Recent work on eco-images, 

in the form of a special issue of Perspectives published by the Rachel Carson Center, has focused 

on their use in the promotion of political agendas by environmental organizations, and 

greenwashing campaigns by groups that want to conceal their abuse of the environment (Parak, 

2012: 6 – 7).  In the words of one contributor, and as socio-cultural phenomena, “ecological 

issues, represented by eco-images, appear…as a communicative field of conflict where the 

credibility of different subjects of expression are put to the test” (74).  

Images, and imagination, can be found at the center of ethical deliberation about 

environmental issues, though these images are semiological projections about natural places, 

processes, phenomena and states of affair rather than only material manifestations of such 

projections. As Merleau-Ponty suggests, it is “more accurate to say that I see according to 

[images], or with [images], than that I see [images]” (1964: 164). Furthermore, while metaphors 

hold sway in discussions about ecosystem “goods, services, and health,” ethical deliberation 
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about future states of affairs and the causal reach of human activity is essentially imaginative and 

replete with images.  Indeed, to be intentionally simplistic, the heart of the environmental crisis 

centers around two images of human being: humans as plain members and equal citizens of an 

earth community or, reversing the terms, the earth – and its non-human constituents – as 

resources for human appropriation, modification, and consumption.  While these images are 

general and intentionally invoked as shorthand, values – both cultural and ethical – can be 

deduced from such images, and behavior can be interpreted according to how such images are 

“lived out” – how they appeal to the imagination and inform activity.  In a sense, one provided 

by the imagination, such images are not just mental constructs or abstractions, but rather linkages 

to both specific actions and general worldviews, and can enable behavioral changes by opening 

an alternative ēthos. 

Eco-images thus appeal directly to environmental imagination operative at both the 

individual and collective level; in the introduction to the Carson Center’s special edition on eco-

images, Parak describes them as “images informed by a decisively environmental 

agenda…distinguished from other forms of landscape and nature depictions by their purposeful, 

non-verbal communicative function…meant to alter environmental convictions” (5 - 6). While 

Parak correctly acknowledges the complexity of using images to communicate messages about 

the environment, for example, having to filter through “the pseudo-environmental campaigns 

created by companies to conceal their modes of production and to greenwash products” (ibid), 

what distinguishes eco-images is their ability to impart information, provide context, and invite 

one to consider the ethical implications of past, present, and futural ecological calamities, human 

modifications of various environments, and the despoliation of the Earth. Photographer and 

documentarian James Balog sees this power within his own images, which, he hopes, “shift 
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human understanding of who we are and what we are and how we should relate to all the rest of 

what’s on this planet.  Basically,” he remarks, “I just want people to view my work and probe 

their own perceptions.  I hope that my work helps people to think and see differently.  And 

ultimately behave differently” (Goldman, 2012).    

One example of how eco-images can trigger such behavioral changes can be found in the 

motivation gap between individual knowledge and action in efforts to curb the effects of global 

climate change.  Ranney et al (2012) draw the reasonable conclusion that “scientific knowledge 

may enhance positive attitudes towards evolution and climate change” (2229), but find that even 

college-educated Americans lack proper understanding of the scientific mechanisms that drive 

global climate change (2230 – 2231).  While the researchers found mild success through sharing 

fairly short explanations of the science behind climate change, they concluded that a more 

efficacious approach was dissemination of the information through image-filled videos of 

varying length (Lombrozo, 2013).  Such videos appeal to environmental imagination and ground 

the information in images that are more readily squared with experience than a simple statement 

of scientific mechanics behind, e.g. the greenhouse effect. This study, and the resulting videos 

and website34, “yielded desirable conceptual changes and science-coherent attitude changes” 

(Ranney et al, 2012: 2228).   

By coupling scientific data with familiar, understandable images, conveyance of 

knowledge and a shift in attitude regarding the causes behind global climate change can be 

achieved.  Indeed, research by Ungar (2000) shows that the use of “bridging metaphors,” such as 

images, brought the ozone layer issue to popular culture and public consciousness because the 

image of a “hole” presents “an aberration, something that a protective shield [the atmosphere] 

34 The videos, of varying lengths, can be found here: http://www.howglobalwarmingworks.org/. 
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should not have” (305).  Global warming on the other hand has yet to be linked to such an easily 

digestible image, “creating the problem of finding the human ‘fingerprint’ amidst highly variable 

and complex processes” (ibid.).  While Ungar offers no prescriptions or examples of how to 

make global warming “an ontological reality” (ibid: 308), his point is clear: bridging metaphors 

such as images resonate strongly within the environmental imagination of a culture, and, in terms 

of communicating complicated scientific data, the simpler the image, the better.  He does 

however, pinpoint the problem: “Climate change, in contrast [to the hole in the ozone layer], is 

not readily tied to concrete events capable of operating as a beacon or sustaining a hot crisis” 

(307).  As I have argued, images have the potential metaphorically to bridge the gap between 

awareness and activity while also grounding the complexities of global climate change by tying 

it to specific events and points in time.  

Eco-images, in short, provide a medium through which human relationships to the planet, 

its ecosystems, and other myriad inhabitants can be revealed.  Furthermore, eco-images are 

reflexive in that they hold meaning applicable to individual experience, but also point beyond 

themselves to wider contexts and implications.  Images of oil-soaked animals are indubitably 

emotionally compelling, but their appeal to the imagination is striking because the content of 

such images speaks for itself beyond whatever frame in which they are presented.  This occurs 

because the subject matter is not reducible to landscape or wildlife imagery, nor are such images 

only matters of historical record. Such images point to more than just an oil spill in that they 

disclose an entire network of relationships: economic, ecological, environmental, and ethical.  

The last is disclosed through what Nussbaum (1997) calls the “sympathetic imagination” which, 

when sparked by images, “will enable us to comprehend motives and choices of people different 

from ourselves, seeing them not as forbiddingly alien and other, but as sharing many problems 
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and possibilities with us” (85).  Taken with their synesthetic potency, images reveal a world and 

provide a window into understanding the overall imagination of a culture. Again, in Mitchell’s 

terms, images are ways of making the world, but they are also media through which the world, in 

all its plurivocity and perspectives, can be understood and related to.   

Because images offer the possibility of new experience, or at least a new understanding 

of experience, their potency lies in the way that they shift perceptions about reality.  As director 

of the Qatsi trilogy of documentaries – a trilogy that focuses on the relationship between 

humans, the natural world, and technology – Godfrey Reggio explains, his set of non-narrated 

films, “are meant to offer an experience rather than an idea or information or a story…It is up to 

the viewer to take for herself what it is that it means” (Michaelson, 2005: 3).   Indeed, the films 

have been interpreted as both anti-technology and paeans to industrialized society (ibid: 5 – 6); 

but by letting the images speak for themselves, the potential ethical issues raised by the 

juxtaposition of such images requires the perceiver to reconcile the images within their own 

ethical and ontological commitments. As one commentator puts it, the unaccompanied images 

relate directly to experience itself: “the familiar is made strange, inviting us to make ethical 

judgments about experience itself” (ibid: 4).  

This potential shift in ethical perception and attitude comes from the context provided by 

eco-images.  In his recent collection and documentary, Chasing Ice, Balog’s powerful images of 

melting, calving, and receding glaciers proffer both undeniable examples of anthropogenic 

climate change as well as an accessible and relatable means for understanding the eventualities 

of quotidian activities like combusting fossil fuels in personal vehicles.  While Al Gore’s An 

Inconvenient Truth pushed the perils of global climate change into the public’s environmental 

imagination, the power of Balog’s work originates from the simplicity of his approach. While 
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such images do not form ethical arguments on their own, they do provide a context and basis for 

reinforcing and complementing scientific data and rational argumentation.  Such a 

complementation is desirable because images can provide the very context and appeal that might 

be necessary for overcoming the gap between knowledge and action that exists for both 

individuals and collectives.  Put simply, it is much easier to relate to an image that appeals to 

experience than a dataset or ethical argument that does not. Additionally, scientific data may 

explain the content of an image, but they do not give it ethical meaning.  

An image communicates such a complex state of affairs, but by also portraying a context 

– the within, what-for, and whereby of an event – it clears a space for relating, for interpreting 

the image in terms of how it connects to values, norms, and understanding of the world.  The 

appeal of images might be prima facie emotional, in terms of the initial response, but their 

ethical efficacy, the way they shape an ēthos, is due to their experiential connectivity which links 

actions and individual experiences to broader ethical and cultural discourses.  

This power of images is revealed in a conversation between Rachel Carson and Charles 

Pratt, when the latter (a photographer) is showing Carson pictures that he has taken of intertidal 

areas; Pratt thought that they were well-matched to the exposition in Carson’s The Edge of the 

Sea, a work that stresses the interdependence, the ecology, of seashore plants and animals. 

“Apologizing for her lack of critical vocabulary in photography,” writes Pratt, “she said about 

them ‘this is the way it really looks.’ I thought she said it with surprise that a picture could touch 

the actuality of her own experience rather than just be admired on aesthetic grounds” (Dunaway, 

2005: 197).   Instead of just reproducing reality, images can also serve to uncover a reality that 

has been occluded or distorted. 

Images can further function as a focus for moral energies and changes in the cultural 
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imagination.  As Dunaway (2005) claims, images can “bring aesthetics and emotions into 

politics,” and rather than distancing those who experience the image from the “physical world,” 

eco-images can awaken “them to the beauty of nature and [arouse] their concern for its 

protection” (xviii).  Such powerful images are not self-contained, nor are they exhaustible by one 

narrative; indeed, they clear a space for new understandings, dialogue, and serve to mobilize 

imagination to envision new possibilities and alternative ways of being. Not only can images 

uncover and give identity to unexperienced phenomena, they can also inflect or “color” the way 

that phenomena are subsequently interpreted.  

One attempt to harness the power of images to give a context to environmental issues and 

their wide-ranging implications can be found in the work of photographer Edward Byrtynsky 

whose images, typified in the project and documentary Manufactured Landscapes, portray large-

scale changes that humans have made to the planet. Images of nickel mines, dams, and 

shipbreaking yards provide a sense of how humans can alter the planet in massive ways, but they 

also intimate the degree to which cultures are reliant and interconnected to their environments. 

Such striking eco-images provide identification to issues in a way that datasets and general 

scientific information cannot, and in turn enhance such quantitative approaches to environmental 

education. Byrtynsky poetically claims that his images “function as reflecting pools of our times” 

that project both “our dependence on nature to provide materials for our consumption and our 

concern for the health of our planet” (Byrtynsky, 2014).  

As Orr (2004) points out, understanding of the larger causal reach, or “the big picture,” is 

lacking in general in environmental education; images, however, can supply such context yet 

also provide specific insight into the localized affects of environmental issues.  The Island 

President (2011), a documentary film that follows the former President of the Maldives 
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Mohamed Nasheed, is an example of this local-global dialectic as Nasheed campaigns for 

climate change legislation at the 2009 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 

Change Conference of Parties in Copenhagen.  Nasheed provides the specifics, he “gives a 

human face to climate change” (Bajaj, 2012), but the film also depicts the global impacts of 

climate change, providing an image of a low-lying nation that will be uninhabitable – due to 

rising sea levels – by the end of the 21st century in a country that pledges carbon neutrality by 

2019 (Copenhagen Accord, 2009). Such an eco-image has the potential to change attitudes about 

an issue such as climate change because it provides a correlational anchor between behaviors that 

contribute to climate change and their far-reaching affects on the planet. Such a portrayal is 

crucial for fostering an environmental imagination that recognizes that local actions affect distant 

habitats and cultures (Holbert, et al, 2003: 190 - 192).  

While I do not think that images will or could ever replace or stand in for a living,  

“natural” being, eco-images can serve as both conduits and emblems of moral action in relation 

to the natural world.  One turns back to the image of the Cuyahoga River burning not only 

because of its unnatural wedding of fire and water appalled and shocked so many that it 

eventually contributed to the rise of environmentalism in the US (cf. Klaver, 2013), but also 

because that image has become invested with the moral energies of those who have worked to 

improve the quality of that river.35   

Eco-images therefore can serve as collective phenomena through which one can begin to 

form relationships to the natural world, and can furthermore provide a powerful beginning that 

the data of scientists and the arguments of philosophers can supplement.  Images can also 

transcend perspectives and offer a window into the worlds of others, providing information 

35 It was designated an “American Heritage River” in 1998, though there are portions of its watershed included in 
the “43 Great Lakes Areas of Concern” areas of concern due to environmental degradation and inability to 
adequately support aquatic life.   
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where personal experience is lacking and giving a foothold for building communities and 

sparking cultural change. As humans stridently overwhelm the carrying capacity of the planet, 

lifestyle and cultural change become ultimate goals of environmental education and thought 

(Temple, 2009: 69), and images that provide viable alternatives to current despoliating behaviors 

will prove crucial in realizing such reform (Dunaway, 2005).  

But the constellation of meanings afforded by each image is navigated by the 

imagination, pushing one to imagine possibilities, project consequences, and make sense of an 

intersubjective world constituted by others’ imaginations as well as one’s own.  The boon of a 

theory of environmental imagination that starts with individual understanding is that images 

reinforce and flesh out more rationalistic theories of environmental ethics. But a further 

advantage of turning to imagination is that it is a culturally attuned capacity that sets up a wider 

mileu in which personal meaning is constituted and projected.  The collective informs the 

individual, but individual meanings accrete into collective shifts of meaning. As Schwarte (2009) 

argues, “the ability to see images is culturally and historically variable” (65) or contingent. The 

products of the imagination – images – nevertheless function “as basic components of our 

common world” (ibid). While images connect to a constellation of meaning formative for a 

worldview, they also function intersubjectively as communicative media that frame social and 

global discourses about the way that humans relate to the natural world. Aside from their link to 

the individual imagination, images also have their own cultural currency and can shape and shift 

broader understandings of environmental issues.  Indeed, as constitutive of socio-cultural orders, 

the imagination provides both the foundation and inspiration for changing these orders. 

5.6    A Collective Environmental Imagination  

In the previous sections, I focused closely on the role that images, specifically eco-
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images, play in understanding and communicating environmental issues.  In this section, I 

discuss the collective environmental imagination as a cultural activity that trades in and is 

permeated by images.  This focus on imagining as a social practice in no way diminishes or 

supersedes earlier reflections on the individual environmental imagination; indeed, I continue to 

rely and draw on phenomenological approaches to understanding environmental images and 

experiences.  Indeed, the meaning of collective, in the sense of a whole that gathers but also 

belongs to separate individuals, reflects this active interplay between individual and group, much 

as identifying with environmentalism has connotations for both individual behavior and larger 

socio-cultural goals.  As such, personal perspectives can emerge from common goals and 

common goals can be realized in terms of individual projects.  Here again, the transversive 

dynamic of image and world is decisive, and provides a balance between the power of individual 

projections and worldly phenomena.  

As indicated above, images are powerful media for focusing environmental imagination, 

but they also provide and distribute experiences in a trans-subjective fashion. Schwarte, in 

characterizing imagination as both a cognitive capacity and a “social action” comments on the 

chiasmic nature of the imagination to structure individual perception and pervade social life 

when he labels it a “collective performance of perception” that allows “social actors the 

transition into the invisible, the unknowable, and the unpredictable” (2009: 67).  As a 

pervasively binding force, the projective and reflexive capacity of the individual imagination is 

also a means through which one can analogize individual experience in the service of, in Werner 

Marx’s (1992) phrase, “participating sympathetically in the lives of others” (52) which he 

identifies as the ground of phenomenological ethics. Recalling Chapter 4, this trans-subjective 
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sharing of experiences is achieved as a form of distributed cognition that allows meaning to 

become mobilized across individuals in a collaborative way.   

Since at least the work of Benedict Anderson in the 1980’s, imagination has been 

invoked as a socializing rather than subjectivizing capacity: imagination makes experience 

common, not extraordinary.  The notion is simple, yet powerful.  As Anderson explains in 

Imagined Communities, constituents of a community need not meet, or know of each other 

personally, yet in terms of their community, “in the minds of each lives the image of their 

communion” (6; emphasis added). Charles Taylor has also written extensively of social 

imaginaries and describes them, in a way similar to Anderson, as “the way our contemporaries 

imagine the societies they inhabit and sustain” (2003).  This rendering of the imagination as a 

cohesive dynamic frees the imagination from being pinned down to the interests or particularities 

of the individual and locates the imagination as a capacity to participate and understand the 

meanings that inform communal life.   

In several articles, Klaver (2013a, 2013b) develops this notion of imagination as a social 

practice in her theory of a cultural environmental imagination.  As she reckons it, construing the 

imagination as a collective aspect of existence:  

Shifts the attention from the individual subject as agent to a situational agency, i.e., the 
co-constitutive force of larger cultural and material patterns (of being), the embedded 
practices that co-determine how we experience things. (10) 
 

The wider community coheres because the images, in Anderson’s provocative phrasing, live, 

they continue to shift, grow, and define the community that they help constitute.    

Likewise, images as active tethers to the wider community are also operative in that they 

incite and inspire a response; images, understood in this socio-cultural sense, are extroverted 

because their rays of meaning implicate them within a wider world of cultural imagination.  
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While images indubitably have individual appeal, as collective phenomena they also exceed such 

individual appeal in that they always contain the possibility of further interpretation and the 

absorption of possible meaning legible within a cultural context. As anthropologist Claudia 

Strauss puts it, “to a certain extent the imaginary is just culture or cultural knowledge in new 

clothes” (322), but its use arose because in the current epoch of mass mediated globalization, 

“we need a new way to talk about shared mental life” (ibid).  Strauss orients her study of social 

imaginaries to “concrete material and symbolic conditions, and the understandings, emotions, 

and desires that individuals develop as they experience these conditions” (323). By angling the 

imaginary back towards the individual, this dialectical approach to understanding environmental 

imagination takes cultural meaning as dynamic, as shared and constituted in a diffuse way, as a 

recognition that the boundaries of imaginaries are porous but their content is grounded in the 

lived experience of individuals who live in various ways together. 

The move towards imagination at a collective level is not an abstraction but rather an 

opening of values, intentions, goals, and projects invested in and bound by cultural images, 

which provide coherence for social movements, for example, but do not reduce or blend the 

input of individuals within that movement.  For example, I may be a proponent of the animal 

welfare movement because of my vegetarianism and ethical disagreements with practices at 

factory farms, while someone else may laud the animal welfare movement because of their 

commitment to healthy food, or because of close relationships that they have formed with other 

non-human animals.  A collective imagination accounts for these differences by arguing for the 

dissemination of meanings through the imaginary and into individual understanding. Cultural 

images are products of disverse imagining individuals whose polyvalence of experience affects 

the polyvalent nature of an image’s meaning. Meaning in life flows from experience, and 
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experience is constituted and made sense of through the projective imagination of an individual 

embedded within a culture that affords multiple, though not endless, interpretations of that 

experience. Indeed, as I argued in Chapter 2, the more inclusive and diverse the collective, one 

constituted by sphere- rather than globe-thinking, the more hermeneutic possibilities there are.  

“The world, even as nature” writes Brown (1999), “is not an external, monolithic object 

to be handled, whether reverently or abusively, by detached subjects; it is at its core a 

community” (10).  But just as much as the notion of an isolated subject fails accurately to 

describe the interrelated reality of lived experience, so too does the concept of a lone moral self 

(or agent) fail to cover the contextual and interconnected essence of ethical being-towards-the-

world.  An ēthos, as a world-opening web of norms, values, and meanings, encompasses and 

illuminates the full nature of life due to the connections such norms, values, and meanings 

require. Such a community is in a certain sense (as spelled out in Chapters 3 and 4) a 

consequence of the imagination in that values and meaning are constituted and projected into the 

world wherein they are realized through actions.  These actions take their form through an 

imaginative ēthos that is further informed, formed, deformed, and reformed through imaginative 

existence that lives out its possibilities.  

An ēthos, as much as describing behavior and values, also gives meaning and a means for 

understanding the experiential environment as it extends spherically out from the individual. As 

much as modern technology can alienate human beings from each other and the natural 

environment, it is also provides the means for a wider and more dynamic ēthos, which spreads its 

ethical web to further reaches of the planet gathering individuals into communities that do not 

require geographical proximity.  Such imagining – empowering the imagination to extend the 

scope of community – is necessarily a means for drawing out relations to others, and has recently 
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been coined as “social proprioception” (Thompson, 2007). Analogous to how the body knows 

where its limbs are, social proprioception points out the imaginative ability, geographic 

proximity and distance notwithstanding, to connect to others in a feeling of social proximity and 

orientation.   

Thompson does not specifically speak of the imagination, but it seems obvious that 

implicit within his concept of social proprioception is the capacity to form an image of the world 

and those beings, places, and phenomena in it to which one is connected.  Not only is the sense 

of the community extended and brought nearer to experience, but through imagination the sense 

of one’s ethical reach is also extended because of this enlargement of the ēthos – of the space 

wherein one’s actions have meaning and can effect change.  In terms of social life, Vygotsky 

wrote that it is imagination that is “the means by which a person’s experience is broadened, 

because he can imagine what he has not seen and can conceptualize something from another 

person’s narration and description of what he himself has never directly experienced” (2004: 17; 

cf. Pelaprat and Cole, 2011: 411).  While Thompson focuses on “constant-contact media” in the 

formation of social proprioception, my focus is how environmental imagination “gives a group 

of people a sense of itself, making possible weird, fascinating feats of coordination” which in 

turn create “a shared understanding larger than yourself” (Thompson, 2007).  

There is, therefore, a further phenomenological aspect to the concept of an operative, 

collectively constituted imagination and it again concerns images.  In order for the image of 

communion to live, that is, continuously to reaffirm one’s sense of belonging to/with a group, the 

image must be taken to link one’s individual projects in a coherent way with the overall 

meanings that constitute the group.  This ability, to share cognitive and cultural space essentially, 

is known as shared or collective intentionality, and it conveys the “ability to participate with 

 128 



 

others in collaborative activities with shared goals and intentions” (Tomasello, et al, 2005: 675).  

While imaginative products and projects can transcend the individual to the cultural and 

collective levels, this notion of a collective intentionality perfectly captures the idea that the 

environmental imagination is a common repository that individuals can “tap into” in order to live 

out the commonality of their shared ēthos.  An individual’s ethics, as fired by their imagination, 

is thus not an individuated worldview, but rather a means for tapping into a community that is 

structured through the “living out” and interactions of interconnected individuals. 

The imagination, as the capacity to form, deform, and reform images can aid in moral 

deliberation, and images – as individual projections of meaning – provide a context for 

understanding the world in its polyvalence. “Imagining” writes Kearney (1998), “is not opposed 

to our everyday lived experience…since the invisible essence of any object can never be 

exhausted in a single perspectival perception, its totality can only be anticipated by means of a 

proleptic imagining” (136). This “proleptic imagining” is the projective anticipation of 

imagination as it explores possibilities and breathes relevance into potential activities.  Hence, 

another reason for focusing on the imagination as it functions in social life is that it allows 

insight into the effects of imaginative processes in an a posteriori fashion – that is, within the 

flow and rhythm of life itself, or in Schwarte’s phrase, “looking at imagination as a form of 

social and creative action” (2009: 66).   

One can, for example, look at the ever-present image of the “ecological footprint” as an 

example of how an image can simultaneously speak to individual and national activities.  While 

the metaphor was originally invoked as shorthand for the relation between consumption and 

biospheric plenitude (Rees, 1992), the image has outgrown purely quantitative abbreviation into 

an emblem of the overall affect that one has on the planet: just as footprints express something 
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about the individual they also impress themselves at the very time and place that individuals 

meet their environment. The image has such individual and collective appeal that the Chinese 

government funded an award-winning campaign across Shanghai that encouraged people to walk 

by placing green, environmentally-friendly paint on either sides of crosswalks: through 

ambulation the pedestrians were literally realizing their impact in the form of green footprints 

(cf. Peverini, 2013: 78).     

The functioning of images in experience, as discussed above, concretizes the collective 

imagination as a form of practice, as a negotiation and hybridization of individual and collective 

meanings and values. Weston’s “mobilization of the green imagination” is essentially an 

argument for new images, “new visions” in his terms, of the way that humans dwell on the planet 

(2012: xv).  He argues extensively that a new understanding of environmental ethics in action 

requires new images of reality that push our very perceptions of the world.  Such imaginative 

vision “situates the human project and prospects within natural ecological systems: within the 

great, enveloping natural world” (xii).  By opening such fundamental questions to imagination, 

Weston claims, a wider range of possibilities is afforded and “insists upon the possibility of 

changing the system itself.  We aim not to make less difference, but a different difference” (xiv).  

This drive to change larger structures of society (“the system”) requires not only new visions of 

culture, society, and environmentalism, but also new visions of culture that can be made 

common, that can be absorbed and interpreted by individuals moving towards actualizing such 

visions in a concrete way.  Images, as common cultural phenomena, can serve to facilitate such 

change as they can appeal to diverse individuals that share a common world, but they can also be 

used to share information with those whose worlds, worldviews, and cultures are heterogeneous. 

While the Cuyahoga River inflammation provides a specific cultural context to Ohioans and 
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Americans in general, contributing to the rise of an environmental imagination (Klaver, 2012), 

the image itself is still generally legible across spatial and temporal boundaries because it opens 

up a dialogical space between cultures in the globalized, multi-cultural planet on which we 

dwell.    

As mentioned above, it is possible to construe the heart of the environmental movement 

as the effort to actualize an image of the world wherein humans not only realize their 

interdependence and effects on the planet, but also adjust their behaviors and attitudes to reflect 

this knowledge.  Individuals as well as communities possess an imagination, but the capacity of 

the individual is not merely writ large as an amalgam of individuated experiences; rather, the 

communal or collective imagination is an ongoing, intersubjective activity that members of the 

community participate in. Klaver (2012) stresses this point, describing environmental 

imagination as an operative social practice (10) that draws on collective understandings, 

meanings, and images, which are not “subjective inventions, fantasies or desires, but objective 

facts that…have an existence and power of their ‘own’” (9 – 10).  Weston, as well, has spoken of 

mobilizing “green imagination” and he likewise interprets imagination as an ultimately social 

capacity, which is “the crucial starting point, though by no means the whole story, of social 

change: that ideas do have consequences, and that envisioning off-the-scale alternatives opens up 

new practical possibilities” (2012: 154).   

5.7   Conclusion: An Aspirational Environmentalism  

As a means of conclusion, I now turn to the transformative and aspirational efficacy of 

imagination – construed now individually and collectively – to inculcate social change and 

induce environmental movements that seek to reimagine the place that humans occupy on this 

socially and ecologically interconnected planet.    
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In The Omnivore’s Dilemma – a work that inspired and contributed to the successful 

documentary Food Inc. – Pollan makes the claim that “if [human] nature won’t draw a line 

around human appetites, then human culture must step in” (2006: 298).  Environmental 

imagination, as a means for realizing an ēthos of interconnectivity, is also a collective response 

to the current ecological and ontological crises that underpin the various environmental issues 

that saddle the planet: these issues are just as cultural as they are techno-scientific. While culture 

itself is perhaps one of the most polysemous and varied images that abound in the modern 

imagination, Geertz’s definition most closely reflects the individual and collective, the 

phenomenological and sociosemiotic dialectic at play within this entire project, and reflects the 

bio-anthropological concept of world discussed in Chapter 2: “Believing…that man [sic] is an 

animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs” 

(1973: 5).  By turning to imagination, environmentalism and environmental ethics open the door 

to refiguring the meaning embedded within these webs of significance and subsequently 

reconfiguring the meaning of the relationship between human being and the environment.   

Furthermore, an imagination-based ēthos, as a viable ground for environmental ethics and 

philosophy, can inject a shot of hope into the arm of environmentalism. Freire (1994) recognizes 

the necessity of hopefulness in human existence: “Hope is an ontological need.  Hopelessness is 

but hope that has lost its bearings and become a distortion of that ontological need…hence the 

need for a kind of education in hope” (8 – 9).  In terms of environmental crises, McKibben also 

finds fear insufficient as a motivator for change. “To spur us on,” he writes, “we need hope as 

well – we need a vision of recovery, of renewal, of resurgence” (1995).  Indeed, an aspirational, 

hopeful environmentalism fueled by images of creativity, optimism, and constructive 

reconsiderations of the eventualities of human action, while perhaps lacking the urgency of fear, 
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also precludes the catastrophism and alarmism rampant in current environmental debates 

(Weston, 2012: 3). This is an ēthos of possibility, of expanding the horizons of imagination to 

deal with environmental issues in novel, creative ways that not only defy current paradigms of 

consumption, but also radically redefine the very future that is sought.  Reversing Hayashi’s 

position, such an ēthos of possibility turns toward imagination for positive inspiration, and 

indeed, following Jonas’ “ethics for the future”, because I am able to imagine a better world, I 

am enabled in, by, and through my world, to take steps to live out that image and proliferate it 

within the collective imagination (1984: 27).  

Environmental images, such as the few that I covered in this chapter, can provide 

concrete, material windows through which an individual can find such efforts of recovery and 

renewal.  In terms of future generations, anticipatory images of a healthy, livable planet, given a 

realizable context by the imagination, are stronger motivators of change than images of hostile 

living conditions, or overwhelming scientific data that point to the futility of action on climate 

change.  Climate change is already happening, and surely fear of the future and calls for cutbacks 

on fossil fuel emissions are not the only lines of prevention and avenues for change. Since at 

least the 1970’s, research has borne out the fact that knowledge and awareness of environmental 

issues is not enough to engender individual or social change (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2010: 

241), though as Owens (2000) points out, most governments and NGOs still base their public 

awareness and information campaigns on the “simplistic assumption that more knowledge will 

lead to more enlightened behavior” (Kollmuss and Agyeman, 2010: 241). While increasing 

knowledge is indubitably an essential part of changing behavior, it is only one tool upon which 

to draw and is not (on its own) sufficient to engender behavioral changes.  
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Furthermore, in ongoing research about climate change risk perception, Kahan (2006, 

2012a, 2012b) has repeatedly argued that increases in scientific literacy and numeracy affect 

individual and collective perceptions about the risks of environmental issues less than changes in 

(what he calls) “cultural cognition” as cultural commitments are cognitively prior to factual 

beliefs (cf. Kahan and Braman, 2006: 148). As a form of cultural cognition, environmental 

imagination is suffused with cultural meaning and diffused in environmental experiences and 

images, and the messages imparted by such experiences and images can be harnessed to promote 

interconnectivity and a more inclusive, congruous relationship with the natural environment 

realized.   Corporations and other advocates of consumeristic culture already employ provocative 

images and deploy ad campaigns to further their agendas, and while I am not calling for an all-

out “war of images,” I do think that environmentalism is strengthened and concretized by images 

that provide ethical context and epistemological affordances.  Images were successfully utilized 

to motivate PEB and action in the past (cf. Hargrove, 1989; Dunaway, 2005; Klaver, 2013a) and 

they should again be employed to engender individual and collective change.   

Indeed, aspirations are never individual; rather, they “are always formed in interaction 

and in the thick of social life” (Appadurai, 2004: 67).  Appadurai calls this capacity of 

individuals within cultures a navigational capacity, a potentiality that helps one move through the 

present and explore the map of the future. “Cultural systems…shape specific images of the good 

life,” he recently writes (2013) “as a map of the journey from here to there and from now to then, 

as a part of the ethics of everyday life” (292).   

As a communal dialogue with a telos oriented towards the future and grounded and 

powered by the encultured individual’s imagination, this new sense or dimension of culture 

provides empowerment for the individual but also the means of recognition for social 
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movements.  Environmentalism, as both a way of viewing the world and a social movement with 

turbid historical and cultural roots would improve vastly with such a concept of culture.  Rather 

than, or as well as, decrying cultures of consumption, degradation, manipulation, and 

bespoilment, environmentalism can embrace discourses of change, aspiration, and individual 

empowerment.  As well as figuring out how the current environmental state of affairs originated, 

or the proper method for grounding environmental value, an imagination-based environmental 

ethic can aspire to deal with the problems of what human being could be and should do as 

primary concerns.  For Appadurai, creativity is at the heart of social change and any movement 

for social change must seek to transform core values and arrive at an internal consensus that is 

produced through a sense of accepted community (ibid: 67).  But overall, the most important 

aspect of human collectives is the nascent capacity to aspire - the positive, future-looking sense 

of empowerment that aspiration provides and that imagination helps realize can be invoked to 

inspire large-scale change in choices, practices, and in the way that environmental issues and 

their effects are envisioned across the planet and through the course of time.  
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