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 Arnold Berleant 

 

 ART, ENVIRONMENT, AND THE SHAPE OF EXPERIENCE 

 

At the culmination of two centuries of development, the arts have achieved an honored 

place in Western culture.  Throughout the world great temples--we call them cultural centers--

have been erected to the glory of the arts.  News comes regularly of the construction of 

magnificent new art museums, concert halls, and opera houses that are themselves architectural 

monuments.  The summer season is replete with art and music festivals.  The arts have become a 

major international industry. 

 

At the same time as the arts acquired this status, they cut themselves off from the other 

great institutions of contemporary society:  from science by being normative and therefore not 

quantifiable; from religion by dwelling on the tangible, the bodily, and the sensuous; from ethics 

by centering on intrinsic value and immediate satisfaction instead of rules and consequences; 

from politics and the established order by their subversive recognition of present pain and living 

injustice. 

 

A consequence of our aesthetic engagement with the arts is that they lead us to 

experiences of inherent value.  Yet the arts are not the only place we have such important and 

deep experiences.  The awareness of the intrinsic worth of human beings lies at the core of ethics. 

 Our sense of the sacred and the blessed is a religious feeling of a richly present value.  The 

perception of community rests on both of these but adds to them an aesthetic element in the 

inherent satisfactions of fulfilling human relationships.
1
 

 

Such experiences of intrinsic worth thus occur in many settings.  What, then, is the 

unique gift of the arts?  Perhaps we can say that it lies in their ability to focus on a quality of 

experience we call aesthetic.  Yet the question of what makes something aesthetic has intrigued 

philosophers and art critics since the arts began to be discussed philosophically.   This book 

hopes to contribute to our understanding of this fascinating but elusive issue.  That, however, is 

only part of its intent. 

 

Throughout the century that has just ended, the arts have not only flourished in their 

customary forms as painting, sculpture, architecture, music, theater, literature, and dance.  They 

have pressed with growing insistence beyond their traditional boundaries.  In dada and the many 

innovative movements that followed, painting has incorporated taboo materials and subject 

matters, employed texts in conjunction with images, broken out of the canvas and extended 

beyond the frame.  Sculptures have enlarged their size and form so that we can walk on, through, 

and into them, and they have expanded into environments, both enclosed and out-of-doors.   

Architecture has gone beyond monumental edifices, challenging conventional shapes and 

structures and merging with the site.  Music has employed new modes and ranges of tone 

production, both in the synthesizer and in the use of noise and other nonmusical sounds, and has 

explored different performance venues, such as environmental music.  Poetry has relinquished 
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rhyme and meter, while fiction has transformed the novel and other traditional forms.  Dance has 

not only developed into different styles of modern dance but has broken away from conventional 

standards of gesture, lightness, and grace.  Theater, along with other arts, has developed forms 

that require active audience participation.  Indeed, interactive art has become a common feature 

on the current scene.  These apostasies of the modern arts not only pose a challenge to customary 

ways of appreciating art; they also challenge conventional ways of explaining them.  Criticism 

has had to revise its classical standards and the theory of the arts to reconsider its age-old axioms. 

 

One of the directions in which the arts have expanded has been to reach out into the larger 

environment, both the natural environment, the urban environment, and the cultural environment. 

 The interrelations, indeed the fusion of art and environment, have become increasingly 

pronounced.  This is more than an enlargement of the scope of art; it has become a challenge to 

its very core.  The collaborative interplay between art and environment places traditional 

aesthetic theory in question, for it focuses many of the theoretical issues that the changes in the 

modern arts have raised.  Indeed, it can be said that in aesthetic theory as in the arts, themselves, 

no belief or explanation has remained untouched. 

 

Everything, then, is open to discussion and re-definition.  The essays in this book 

contribute to such a reconsideration in ways that not only help clarify our ideas about theoretical 

issues but offer substantive insights of their own for particular arts and environments.  Although 

their authors represent many different approaches and interests, this collection reflects the 

breadth with which they see the aesthetic in human life.  They consider not only the general 

question of the bearing that environment and art have on each other.  The essays also examine 

specific arts, such as literature, architecture, and music.  And they deal with a variety of issues, 

such as whether aesthetic appreciation is similar or different in the arts and environments, how 

the aesthetic appears in the urban setting, the interplay of ethical factors with aesthetic ones, and 

the implications for aesthetic values of the cultural environment, from scientific technology to 

the conditions of everyday life, on art and environment. 

 

Yet central to all of them is the value we call aesthetic.  The aesthetic as we know it is a 

human experience of value.  How, then, do things merit our respect for their intrinsic worth and 

how does the aesthetic contribute to their value?  In probing this and related questions, the 

authors of the essays that follow explore the many faces and places of this kind of experience, 

both in the arts and in environment.  This last, which has come to be known as environmental 

aesthetics, is gaining ever greater attention and importance as the arts move beyond the frames by 

which custom has honored and protected them. 

 

Let me introduce these studies by examining several different matters.  First, I want to 

offer an account of this new field of environmental aesthetics, of its leading ideas and main 

concerns.  Next, I would like to consider some of the issues raised in relating environment to the 

arts.
2
  Last and most briefly, I want to reflect on some underlying philosophical ideas suggested 

by these discussions of environment and the arts.  All these subjects may lead us in curious and 

unexpected ways. 
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Environmental aesthetics 

 

Interest in environmental aesthetics is relatively recent.  It goes back only twenty or thirty 

years, although people have sung about the beauties of nature since ancient times.  Although 

environmental aesthetics is concerned with appreciating nature, it goes beyond this question, as 

we shall see.   Environmental aesthetics has received the most sustained attention from 

philosophers, but the area has attracted scholars from many other disciplines, including art 

history, architecture, city and regional planning, and psychology.  These fields bring different 

perspectives to bear on our understanding of environment, for environment is a prime example of 

a field of study that cannot be adequately understood from a single vantage point, not unlike 

environment, itself.  Environmental aesthetics, moreover, bears on the creative arts, as well.  Not 

only has the environment become the locus and subject matter for many artists in recent years, 

but how we grasp environment has implications for the practice of a number of different arts.  

Further, it has theoretical significance for our understanding of the more traditional arts of 

painting, sculpture, and architecture. And finally, environmental aesthetics identifies important 

values in ecological thinking, in general, values that are often overlooked. 

 

It would help in locating environmental aesthetics to say something first about what we 

understand by aesthetics and how we can interpret the idea of environment.  Then I shall consider 

how environmental aesthetics has emerged both as an interest for artists and as a subject of 

aesthetic inquiry. 

 

Changing art and changing aesthetics 

 

Aesthetics is the area of philosophic inquiry concerned with understanding the arts and 

with beauty in nature.  Traditional aesthetics has shaped our understanding of the so-called fine 

arts, and those arts have seemed to confirm the claims of that theory.  Central among these claims 

are the assertions that art is a unique and special cultural institution, that it is self-sufficient and 

autonomous, that it requires a special mode of attention called disinterested contemplation, and 

that the art object must be isolated from its cultural context and from any utilitarian purposes to 

be properly appreciated.  These claims seem admirably suited to the fine arts, and they appear to 

characterize the way we approach painting, sculpture, music, theater, dance, and literature.  

Museums, theaters, concert halls, and libraries all provide special places for their enjoyment, 

places where we step outside the normal run of experience and adopt an attitude of attending to 

those arts for their own sake alone.  Aesthetics and the arts thus seem to complement each other: 

 Aesthetic theory guides our appreciation of the arts, while the fine arts exemplify the precepts of 

aesthetics.  

 

Yet we have just concluded a century of enormous changes in the arts, changes that 

continue without rest and are often difficult to accept.  Since early in this century, artists have 

been challenging conventions, using uncustomary materials and techniques, and breaking out of 

traditional patterns of work, objects, and audience.   How can we grasp these changes, both with 

our eyes and with our minds?  This is where aesthetics, as the theory of the arts, should help us.   
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Unfortunately, traditional aesthetic theory is remarkably inflexible here, insisting that 

these developments in the arts be forced into conformity with the principles that have already 

been formulated.  Yet this richness in the range of the arts is important for aesthetic theory.  It 

brings us back to experience, in all its specificity, its unevenness, and its ephemerality.  The 

expansion of art leads us beyond the widened and enriched range of objects conventionally 

regarded as art to things and situations that can not be easily circumscribed and cataloged.  Video 

art and the use of electronic media have generated a domain of virtual reality which art has 

entered and worked in.  Environmental artists such as Christo and Smithson have revised and 

reshaped portions of the earth's surface .  And we have stepped outside the arts, themselves, into 

our environment and have discovered its aesthetic character.   

 

With the changing, expanding arts and the enlargement of aesthetic appreciation, we need 

to re-think the conventional explanations that aesthetics has offered.  Such developments lead us 

far beyond distinct and separate objects and into situations in which the appreciator works along 

with the artist, sometimes becomes the artist, all joining in an aesthetic context of which they 

become constituent parts.  Art, moreover, is no longer content with its special venues and 

discrete forms but intrudes on building walls, subway stations, and city streets.  Our appreciation 

of art has also broken out of conventional patterns and perceptual modalities.  We now engage 

actively with much of our art, at times entering into its space, as in environmental sculpture and 

environments, contributing to its process, as in interactive theater, bringing it into our work 

environments and, in general, integrating artistic and aesthetic activities into our ongoing social 

life.  In one way or another, art has become environmental, and aesthetics must develop ideas 

that can encompass these developments.  What we need is a theoretical account that describes 

and explains how we actively participate in the realm of art, an aesthetics of engagement.
3
 

 

An enlarged sense of environment 

 

As our conception of art has enlarged, so too has our understanding of environment.  

What is environment?  The usual answer that it is our natural surroundings obviously will not do, 

for this overlooks the fact that most people's lives are far removed from any kind of natural 

setting, yet everyone is involved with environment.  Indeed, such a setting is even difficult to 

identify, since nature, in the sense of a landscape unaffected by human agency, has long since 

disappeared in nearly every region of the industrialized world.
4
 

 

Yet the question of what environment denotes merely begins the process.  For even if we 

expand the concept to encompass the reshaped landscapes and built structures in which an 

increasing proportion of the world's population now lives, that does not settle the question.  To 

think of environment in the usual sense as surroundings suggests that it lies outside the person, a 

container within which people pursue their private purposes.  Environmental researchers seem to 

assume that there is some thing, "the environment," and that this environment is constituted by 

our physical surroundings.  Philosophers tend to agree, sometimes including the cultural and 

spiritual setting.   

 

Although custom and etymology may lead us to think of environment as surroundings, 
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the idea remains complex and elusive.
5
  It may already be apparent that I do not ordinarily speak 

of "the" environment.  While  this is the usual locution, it embodies a hidden meaning that is the 

source of much of our difficulty.   

 

 "The" environment circumscribes environment and turns it into a bounded object like any other, 

including art objects, and that we can think of and deal with as if it were outside and independent 

of ourselves.
6
  Yet one of the features of the natural world that has been noted, especially in 

discussions of the sublime, is its boundlessness.  Moreover, there are different traditions 

sometimes brought into discussions of the aesthetics of nature, such as Native American, 

Buddhist, and mystical beliefs, that claim a unity of the human being with the natural world.  In 

any case, it would beg the aesthetic question to assume that environment is separate from human 

involvement.  Where, moreover, can we locate "the" environment?  Where is "outside" in this 

case?  Is it the landscape that surrounds me where I stand?  Is it the world beyond my window?  

Outside the walls of my room and house?  On the other side of the clothes I wear?  Is 

environment the air I breathe?  The food I eat?   

 

Yet the food metabolizes to become my body, the air swells my lungs and enters my 

bloodstream, my clothes are not only the outermost layer of my skin but complete and identify 

my style, my personality, my sense of self.  My room, apartment, or home defines my personal 

space and world.  And the landscape in which I move as I walk, drive, or fly is my world, as well, 

ordered by my understanding, defined by my movements, and molding my muscles, my reflexes, 

my experience, my consciousness at the same time as I attempt to impose my will over it.  

Indeed, many of us spend much of our lives in the electronic space of television and computer 

networks.  "The" environment, one of the last survivors of the mind-body dualism, a place 

beyond which we think to contemplate from a distance, dissolves into a complex network of 

relationships, connections, and continuities of those physical, social, and cultural conditions that 

circumscribe my actions, my responses, my awareness, and that give shape and content to the 

very life that is mine.  For there is no outside world.  There is no outside.  Nor is there an inner 

sanctum in which I can take refuge from inimical external forces.  The perceiver (mind) is an 

aspect of the perceived (body) and, in like manner, person and environment are continuous. 

 

Thus both aesthetics and environment must be thought of in a new, expanded sense.  An 

aesthetics of engagement rather than contemplation also suits our understanding of environment 

as continuous with us, its inhabitants.  In both cases, art and environment, we can no longer stand 

apart but join in as active participants. 

 

*Experiencing environment  

 

Let me turn now to the question of environmental experience.  Aesthetic perception has 

usually been identified with surface qualities.  After all, tradition tells us, this is what our senses 

bring us:  a direct grasp of the sights and sounds of the world, an immediate apprehension of its 

tastes and smells, the textures and resistance of things.  Moreover, the convenient handful of 

senses that common sense distinguishes is often grouped into two separate categories, the 

distance receptors and the contact receptors.  The visual sense allows us to discern light, color, 
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shape, pattern, movement, and distance, with its corresponding abstraction, space.  Through 

hearing we grasp sounds as noise or pitch, the latter qualified by timbre, order, sequence, rhythm 

and other patterns.  Philosophic custom has identified sight and hearing as the aesthetic senses, 

since they allow a kind of unperturbed reflection so long associated with ideal beauty.   

 

To introduce the other senses into aesthetic perception we must overcome established 

tradition , for relying on the close involvement of the body disrupts the lofty contemplation 

thought essential for aesthetic pleasure.
7
   This is an unfortunate division of the senses, especially 

for the perception of environment, from which we can never distance ourselves.  For the contact 

receptors are part of the human sensorium and are actively involved in environmental experience. 

 The olfactory sense is intimately present in our awareness of place and time.  Even the sense of 

taste can contribute to that consciousness, as Proust's madeleine eloquently testifies.  Tactile 

experience, moreover, is not simple, as we so often think.  It belongs to the haptic sensory 

system, which encompasses both tactual and subcutaneous perception of surface texture, contour, 

pressure, temperature, humidity, pain, and visceral sensation.  It also includes other sensory 

channels, usually overlooked or confounded with touch, that are different in important respects.  

The kinesthetic sense involves muscular awareness and skeletal or joint sensation through which 

we perceive position and solidity through the degrees of resistance of surfaces:  hard, soft, sharp, 

blunt, firm, yielding.  And we grasp body movement indirectly through the vestibular system:  

the awareness of climbing and descending, turning and twisting, obstruction and free passage.
8
 

 

Equally important with discriminating the sensory range of environmental perception is 

recognizing synaesthesia, one of whose meanings is the fusion of the sense modalities.  For these 

different perceptual courses are distinguishable only on reflection, in analysis, and under 

experimental conditions, not in experience.  More forcefully than in any other situation, 

environmental perception engages the entire, functionally f human sensorium through which we 

become part of environment in an interpenetration of body and place. 

 

Thus we not only see our living world:  We move with it, we act upon and in response to 

it.  We grasp places not just through color, texture, and shape, but with the breath, by smell, with 

our skin, through our muscular action and skeletal position, in the sounds of wind, water, and 

traffic.  Those major dimensions of environment--space, mass, volume, and depth--are 

encountered not primarily by the eye but with the body in our movements and actions. Powerful 

as the sensory dimension is in perception, it alone does not constitute environmental experience.  

Other factors than those directly sensed join to shape and bend our experience.  For sensation is 

not just sensory and not only physiological; it fuses with cultural influences.  This is, in fact, the 

only way a cultural organism can experience.  The separation of sensation and meaning is 

another of those subtle divisions that actual experience does not support, for as social beings we 

perceive through the modalities of our culture.
9
  The perception of snow, of rain, of distance, of 

weight, of confusion and order--all these are discriminated and identified according to the 

paradigms and categories embedded in cultural practices, never by retinal or tactile stimulation, 

alone.  The same can be said about noise level, the qualities of smell and taste, and the level of 

light.       

 



Published in Environment and the Arts; Perspectives on Art and Environment.  Editor.  
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2002).   

The perceptual world in which we move is, then, wide and rich.  Thoroughly and 

inseparably sensory and cultural, it is a complex experiential environment.  In addition to the 

sensory modalities we have been discussing, the multidimensional context of human experience 

includes such things as shapes and lines, the timbral and wave patterns of sound, light and 

shadow, pattern and texture, temperature, muscular tension, directional motion and lines of force, 

volume and depth.  And, of course, all perception occurs within the framework of the 

fundamental metaphysical dimensions of space, time, and movement.
10

   

 

The human environment is, in the final account, a perceptual system and, as such, an 

order of experience.  Grasped from an aesthetic standpoint, it has sensory richness, directness, 

and immediacy, together with cultural patterns and meanings that perception carries, and these 

give environment its thick texture.  Environment, then, is a complex idea, the more so when we 

consider it aesthetically.  We have already rejected many of its common definitions:  as an entity-

-"the" environment; as a container within which we carry on our activities; as our physical 

surroundings; as the world external to our thoughts, feelings, and desires.  In place of these self-

congratulatory concepts we begin to understand environment as the physical-cultural realm in 

which people engage in all the activities and responses that compose the weave of human life in 

its many historical and social patterns.  When the aesthetic factor is recognized, perceptual 

directness, with its strong focus on immediacy and presence, becomes preeminent.    

 

We come to recognize, then, that aesthetic perception is never purely physical sensation 

and never discrete and timeless. It is always contextual, mediated by the variety of conditions and 

influences that shape all experience.  And because we live as part of a cultural environment, our 

aesthetic perception and judgment are inevitably cultural.  This is not just an abstract statement; 

it denotes the unending variety of cultural perception.  Each society at every historical period has 

its distinctive manner of perceiving aesthetically.  This, indeed, is what may be meant when we 

speak of knowing a different culture, acquiring its mind-set, its feel of the world.  In the arts it 

provides the cultural adventure we find in reading world literature, engaging with exotic art 

objects, and viewing international cinema.  It is one of the great incentives to travel.  And since 

environment is cultural, any discussion of environmental aesthetics must, by that fact, involve 

what we may call a cultural aesthetic.
11

 

 

Appreciating Environment   

 

The idea of appreciating environment is a relatively new concept that enlarges the 

meaning of environment.  It means rejecting the view that sees environment as an objective space 

occupied by external objects that interest us only in so far as they can be used for our own 

purposes.  In the West it is only since the eighteenth century that landscape has been recognized 

as having significant aesthetic value.  Since then it has been a gradual process to identify and 

preserve scenic areas and views whose importance lies apart from any industrial or commercial 

value they might possess.  Nearly every nation and region now has set aside parks and other areas 

for their aesthetic value, usually combining it with historical, cultural, and recreational values. 

 

Yet this attitude toward the aesthetic value of environment resembles the traditional 
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attitude toward art.  It means identifying places that have aesthetic value and setting them apart 

from the rest of our environment, just as we place art in museums.  Yet the deliberate 

quarantining of the aesthetic is no universal idea or practice.  In fact, it is an exception to the way 

in which many other cultural traditions incorporate the aesthetic into social life.  Much can be 

learned of cultural integration from the traditional civilizations of China and Japan, from the 

cultures of Bali and native North America, from the various indigenous populations of Oceanic, 

Africa, and the Americas.  Vestiges of the aesthetic in environment survive in the West outside 

the conventional sites in the rituals of religious worship, appearing in fine dining, in gardening, 

and in outdoor activities not subverted by the telic obsession with competition, such as strolling, 

hiking, camping, recreational swimming, canoeing and kayaking.  

 

Experiencing environment, therefore, is not a matter of looking at an external landscape.  

In fact, it is not just a matter of looking at all.  Sometimes writers attempt to associate 

environment with our physical surroundings and landscape with our visual perception of a scene 

and the ideas and attitudes through which we interpret it.
12

  Yet as we have seen, considering 

human beings apart from their environment is both philosophically unfounded and scientifically 

false.  Furthermore, it leads to disastrous practical consequences, as the ecological movement has 

demonstrated.  Similarly, our understanding of experience has expanded greatly to involve all the 

bodily senses and not just the eye.  We now recognize that the conscious body  does not observe 

the world contemplatively but participates actively in the experiential process.
13

 

 

All this bears intimately on environmental aesthetics, for the appreciation of perceptual 

values inherent in environment involves physical engagement.  Environmental appreciation is not 

just looking approvingly at lovely scenery but it is driving down a winding country road, 

tramping along a hiking trail, paddling the course of a stream, and, in all such activities, being 

acutely attentive to the sounds, the smells, the feel of wind and sun, the nuances of color, shape, 

and pattern.  It is found, too, in the deep awareness, so rare in the contemporary world, of living 

in a house and a place to which we belong intimately both in living experience and in memory.  

And it arises in the kinesthetic sense of the masses and spaces that incorporate us.  Incorporate is 

a good word here, for it means literally to bring our bodies in, and this engagement in a whole is 

what the aesthetic experience of environment involves.   

 

At the same time and as part of this embodied experience, we carry our knowledge, 

beliefs, and attitudes with us, for these participate in the process of experience and enable us to 

structure and interpret it.  Such influences of thought and attitude also point up a crucial fact 

about aesthetic experience, of both art and of environment.  It is that aesthetic valuation is not a 

purely personal experience, "subjective," as it is often mistakenly called, but a social one.  In 

engaging aesthetically with environment as with art, the knowledge, beliefs, opinions, and 

attitudes we have are largely social, cultural, and historical in origin.  These direct our attention, 

open or close us to what is happening, and prepare or impede our participation.  Here as 

elsewhere, the personal is infused with the social.  We are not pure sense perceptors, and 

experience is not solely sensation.  Social forms and cultural patterns equip us with the means for 

ordering and grasping the occasions in which we are involved through myths, theories, and other 

explanations.  In experiencing environment aesthetically, therefore, we are engaged in a social 
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activity, not a purely personal one, and frequently on a public occasion.  Our sociality is inherent 

in our aesthetic experience, whether of art or of environment. 

 

Environment--and landscape with it--is, then, more than our physical surroundings, and it 

is not only our perception of a particular setting, our environmental ideas and activities, or the 

order that society and culture give them, but all of these together.  An integral whole, 

environment is an interrelated and interdependent union of people and place, together with their 

reciprocal processes.  Similarly, understanding environment is not merely an additive process, a 

matter of putting our knowledge of separate disciplines together to arrive at a general conception, 

like the string of disconnected stores and businesses that constitute the ubiquitous commercial 

strip.  Rather it requires us to recognize how the various environmental disciplines interpenetrate 

and inform each other, resembling the way in which sciences such as systems engineering and 

biological ecology pursue a holistic model.  But environment is more inclusive yet, which is why 

we cannot break it down into elements in order to discover its aesthetic ingredient.  More than 

any other study, the aesthetics of environment emerges as a dimension of the entire complex of 

objects, people, and their activities.  That is why we cannot discover the aesthetic value of a 

landscape from a cultural resources survey of historic buildings or from an accumulation of 

particular amenities, such as parks or unusual natural features.  Environment is a name for a 

complex, integrated whole, and its aesthetic is a key dimension of that whole. 

 

This understanding of environment carries interesting and important implications for 

appreciation.  It is helpful here to think of what it means to appreciate art.  Appreciating the arts 

requires developing a sensibility to perceptual qualities.  It is naive to identify individual arts 

with particular senses, such as painting with sight and music with hearing.  We have noted how 

all the senses are involved in all experience, usually directly but also imaginatively, to some 

degree.  However, what varies is the relative prominence of the different sense modalities.  Thus 

the visual sensory dimension does predominate in certain arts, the auditory in others, while all 

along engaging the other sensory channels.  Yet more than physical perception, what every art 

requires is a developed sensibility, an acute and discriminating perceptual awareness.  In 

painting, for instance, this includes a sharpened awareness of color qualities and 

interrelationships, a sense of the balance of masses and of composition, in general, a feel for the 

movement of line, for the degree and contrast of light and shadow, and a sensitivity to detail as 

well as to larger forms.  In music it is an ability to listen into the sound, to hear the movement of 

inner voices, to discern different simultaneous rhythms, to notice the qualities and differences of 

timbres and the nuances within a single timbre, to feel the compelling force of movement and the 

subtle elasticities within the overall metric.  We can identify the same kind of perceptual 

discernment in the other arts, in dance and architecture, for example, each of which has its own 

complex of sensibility. 

 

How does this apply to environment?  In much the same way, I think.  Environmental 

appreciation employs our sensory capacities in an range and complexity that likely exceeds the 

other arts, making it difficult to limit or circumscribe.  The fine discrimination of textures as well 

as colors, the somatic consciousness of masses and volumes, the depth and directionality of 

sounds, the feel of wind, sun, and moisture on the skin, the kinesthetic awareness of the different 
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surfaces and textures under our feet and of the our movement as we ascend, descend, or move 

unevenly along a relatively level surface, curving, turning, or travelling in an approximately 

straight direction.   

 

People working in the environmental arts, such as architecture, landscape design, garden 

design, and urban planning, make full use of these perceptual capacities, sometimes deliberately, 

but often with little conscious awareness that they are engaged in the process of shaping 

environmental experience.  Moreover, what has been lacking is a theoretical articulation of that 

sensibility, and a more explicit account of environmental appreciation, although a beginning has 

been made in this direction.
14

  We must recognize in environmental appreciation, for example, 

the importance of a somatic sensibility, the bodily awareness of the force of mass, the pull of 

empty space, the kinesthetic contribution in physical movement, along with the visual, auditory, 

tactile, olfactory, and taste qualities that suffuse all experience.  Environment, in fact, more than 

Wagner's music dramas, is the true Gesamtkunstwerk, the total, all-encompassing work of art. 

 

There is, however, another side to environmental appreciation.  For it includes more than 

an acute sensitivity to the delights of landscape.  As noise is more insistent than music, 

commercial signs than paintings, or a factory than a grove of trees, the dominant environmental 

experience does not always assume a positive form.  The aesthetics of environment must also 

recognize landscapes that offend us in various ways:  by destroying the identity of place and our 

affection for places, by disrupting architectural coherence, by imposing sounds and smells that 

may injure as well as repel, by making our living environment hostile and even uninhabitable 

from pollution or other forms of degradation.  Part of this criticism is aesthetic, an offense to our 

perceptual sensibilities and an immediate encounter with negative value.   

 

The significance of environmental appreciation thus becomes far greater at the same time 

as its scope increases.  No longer confined to the safe precincts of gardens and parks, the 

boundaries of the aesthetic must be redefined to encompass all of nature, city as well as 

countryside, factory as well as museum, desert wastes as well as glacier-fed fjords.   

 

Aesthetics of environment 

 

What, finally, is environmental aesthetics?  As the aesthetics of poetry or painting is the 

study of the aesthetic character and values in these arts, including our appreciative encounter 

with them, so environmental aesthetics examines aesthetic experience and value in environment. 

 Our understanding of the experience of aesthetic value in the arts forms the bases for the 

different verbal judgments that can be made of them--critical, interpretive, philosophical, and the 

like.  Similarly, environmental aesthetics requires a grasp of what environment is, of what 

environmental experience is, of its aesthetic dimension, and of the kind of values that develop 

there. 

 

"It is something," Thoreau once wrote, "to be able to paint a particular picture, or to carve 

a statue and so to make a few objects beautiful; but it is far more glorious to carve and paint the 

very atmosphere and medium through which we look, which morally we can do.  To affect the 
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quality of the day, that is the highest of arts."
15

  The aesthetic environment is everyone's medium, 

the art of environment, the art of human living.  For the perceptual world is the human world; our 

capacities and limitations affect the possibilities and the boundaries of that world. 

 

To take the world fully, to employ the entire range of perception, is to magnify our 

experience, our human world, our lives.  The goal, then, is an expanded but discriminating 

awareness as part of a totally engaged organic, social life.  This requires alertness, intelligence, 

and active involvement in the full scope of experience.  The aesthetic sense of environment is a 

central aspect of such a life. 

 

 *   *   * 

 

The arts and environment 

 

The philosophical study of the arts has traditionally been considered part of the field of 

aesthetics.  Indeed, with some important exceptions, aesthetics has been preoccupied with the 

arts almost to the exclusion of nature, despite the fact that the founder of modern aesthetic 

theory, Immanuel Kant, developed his views at the close of the eighteenth century almost entirely 

with reference to nature.  Nonetheless, as aesthetics emerged as an independent discipline, its 

application has been primarily to the arts, and its hallmark has been the distinctiveness of its 

concepts and the independence of art from the rest of intellectual culture.  Art was held to be a 

unique creation.  Its objects were different from other things and enjoyed a special ontological 

status.  Appreciating them required the beholder to adopt a unique attitude of disinterested 

contemplation.
16

  Art thus gained its independence and importance but at the price of isolation. 

 

It is ironic that the theory Kant developed with reference to the aesthetic enjoyment of 

nature has been so powerful a force on the theory of the arts.  It is equally ironic that the renewed 

interest in natural beauty has encouraged ideas that run quite contrary to the Kantian aesthetic.  

What the essays in this collection show, in different ways and to different degrees, is how 

thoroughly this traditional distinction has been breached.  In fact, a concern with environment is 

one prominent direction among many that contemporary aesthetics has taken that cross the 

boundary that has kept art and aesthetic appreciation distinct and separate from the other objects 

and experiences of human life.  Moreover, by pursuing aesthetics in environment, many other 

fields of inquiry become involved, fields that had been deliberately and steadfastly excluded from 

aesthetic theory, such as ethics, psychology, theory of culture, art theory, epistemology, criticism, 

and even metaphysics.  Work in environmental aesthetics is even being done that combines 

aesthetic interests with anthropology, social theory, and political science, and still other literature 

in the field links it with the history of ideas and biology.  As with art itself, aesthetic theory has 

vastly expanded. 

 

  Still, a central focus remains.  While the boundaries of environmental aesthetics may 

merge with other disciplines, its center is recognizable in its very name:  the application of 

aesthetic concerns to environment.  This, however, does not say enough, for how should we 

proceed?  Empirically?  Conceptually?  Metaphysically?  And on what sources should we draw -- 
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criticism, artists' statements, the arts themselves, the philosophical tradition, or more recent 

intellectual movements?   In exploring this rich yet unruly field of inquiry, the essays that follow 

will make use of all these.
17

   

 

Environmental aesthetics and the aesthetics of nature 

 

  Nature has long been the object of aesthetic interest, and we can trace expressions of this 

back to ancient myths and to the beginnings of philosophical thought.  Yet [as we have seen,] 

environmental aesthetics is different from the aesthetics of nature.  'Environment' is the more 

inclusive term, for it encompasses places and objects other than those in the so-called natural 

world, such as design, architecture, and the city.  Different writers, moreover, regard environment 

in distinctly different ways, at times objectifying it as panoramic scenery, at other times including 

surroundings close and personal, and even sometimes, as I prefer to do, considering environment 

the contextual setting that embraces the aesthetic perceiver as a contributing factor.  To render 

the matter still more complex, environment may refer to specific types and instances, such as a 

particular wilderness area, marine environment, or shopping mall, or it may be treated as a 

general category. 

 

Indeed, whether or not there is a difference between nature and environment, and what 

that difference is, is a significant question for aesthetics in its own right.  Are these terms at 

bottom largely synonymous or do they imply distinct and different regions of inquiry?   The 

meaning and relation between the aesthetics of nature and environmental aesthetics is fertile 

ground for inquiry, along with their bearing on the aesthetics of the arts.   

 

Aesthetic appreciation and environmental appreciation 

 

The meaning and character of aesthetic appreciation is a recurrent theme in aesthetics, 

and it has attracted particular attention when applied to environment.  Environmental aesthetics 

moves the notion of appreciation toward a more inclusive and engaged experience than we 

usually ascribe to the arts.  What Walter Benjamin said about the impossibility of contemplation 

in filmic experience holds equally with the other arts in the present day.  It is not only the fact of 

motion that makes contemplation impossible in film; it is the insistence with which film engages 

the viewer, transforming one into at the very least a voyeur and, more likely, into a silent witness 

or an involved onlooker in the manner of a Greek chorus.
18

   

 

In environmental experience there is not the traditional object of appreciation but an 

entire region of attention, and we experience environment not primarily through one sense but 

through the whole range of sensory awareness.  Moreover, this awareness is itself not static; it 

changes over time as environments are affected by the passage of the sun, of days, seasons, and 

years.  By its engaging, inclusive, dynamic character, then, environment compels our appreciative 

experience in ways that may be more forceful and direct than we may have in our experience of 

the arts.  This offers a challenge to aesthetic theory in reconciling the aesthetic appreciation of 

nature, and of environment more generally, with the appreciation of art, which traditionally has 

honored stability, permanence, aesthetic distance, and a separate and circumscribed object. 
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Further, in spite of the readiness with which environmental appreciation has often been 

distinguished from the appreciation of art, their obvious dissimilarity may not be so obvious.  Is 

the aesthetic appreciation of nature or environment clearly different from the appreciation of art? 

 This question has, in fact, been answered both ways in the literature.  If a difference should be 

maintained, we may then ask whether there are any respects in which appreciation in both cases 

has generic resemblances?  And if it does, what implications does this have for traditional 

aesthetics?    

 

My own view is that these are fundamentally similar forms of aesthetic engagement that 

work in particular ways on the specific occasions in which we come to individual arts and 

environments. Appreciating both individual arts and particular environments is an intimate 

involvement that draws at once on the fusion of our multiple sensory capacities, on our 

knowledge of the objects involved, on our memories of past encounters, and on our enlargement 

of these experiences in imagination.  We employ these capacities, all of which can be cultivated 

and extended, whenever we appreciate something aesthetically.
19

   At the very least, we cannot be 

content with uncritical assumptions about aesthetic appreciation.  Environmental aesthetics, in 

raising this question, forces us to consider alternatives to the traditional view.
20

              

                                  

Environmental aesthetics and applied aesthetics 

 

The engaged character of environmental appreciation presents a challenge to another tenet 

of traditional theory, the concept of aesthetic disinterestedness.  The idea of disinterestedness 

emerged in the eighteenth century out of discussions first about ethics and later about art.  It 

attempted to define a clear domain for aesthetic appreciation based on valuing something for its 

own inherent qualities, unsullied by any practical interest or use.  Practical concerns, it was held, 

confuse and adulterate the aesthetic qualities we have learned to appreciate in the arts.   

 

The belief in the autonomy of art, however, finds little refuge in environment, where 

appreciation is so often inseparable from matters of practical interest, whether in the siting of a 

building, the design of a road or garden, or simply a trek along a woodland path.  Kant's classical 

formulation, "[T]aste in the beautiful is alone a disinterested and free satisfaction; for no interest, 

either of sense or of reason, here forces our assent," 
21

 may suit the arts, on some counts, but it is 

hard to reconcile with many instances of the enjoyment of natural beauty. 

 

Can we retain the notion of disinterestedness in some fashion?   The claim that aesthetics 

can be applied to situations and objects of utility forces us either to assert levels of aesthetic 

purity, to devise two alternative theories of aesthetic value, or somehow to reconcile the many 

forms of aesthetic appreciation in a single inclusive account.  Indeed, environmental aesthetics 

can be seen as a bridge between traditional forms of aesthetic appreciation and the recognition of 

significant aesthetic value in other domains conventionally excluded from the fine arts, such as 

ceramics and other crafts, design, urban and regional planning, the circumstances of daily life, 

the folk and popular arts, and the many other activities that form the life of every human culture. 

 It also confronts us with the problems connected with environmental assessment, where practical 
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considerations involving historic buildings, landscape preservation, and resource protection and 

use are closely bound up with aesthetic ones.    

 

*Environmental aesthetics and environmental ethics 

 

While the call for the autonomy of art has a noble and romantic ring, and may encourage 

support as a way of protecting the arts from political or social interference, maintaining such 

isolation becomes difficult, even implausible, in so practical a domain as environment.  The 

closer and more intimate our relation to environment becomes, the more we are enmeshed in a 

network of consequences, rights, interests, and goals of many sorts.  Often, indeed, aesthetic and 

ethical values seem to be in direct opposition in environment even more strikingly than in art  

This appears in conflicts between the desire to preserve historic structures and areas and the need 

to supply sufficient, adequate housing, or to maintain scenic views while accommodating the 

need for commercial construction, power transmission, or fast roads.   

 

On the other hand, ethical and aesthetic values can be mutually supportive.  Perhaps, 

indeed, an aesthetic interest in environment can help achieve moral ends.  Surely increasing 

aesthetic value is part of what we mean by improving the quality of life.  There is a growing body 

of evidence to suggest that an environment rich in positive aesthetic value not only increases 

feelings of well-being but reduces the incidence of physical and mental illness and of social ills, 

such as vandalism and crime.  Here is an important area for further study.    

 

Moreover, since aesthetic value is a good in itself, even if not always an exclusive and 

isolated good, it is worthy of support for its own sake, and so can itself become a moral end.  

Environment, in particular, as a social as well as a personal value, is an important locus of 

aesthetic interest; but recognizing intrinsic aesthetic value in environment does not require that it 

stand apart from uses and purposes that are not aesthetic.  In some of the most interesting cases, 

in fact, environmental use and beauty are inseparable, as in a scenic highway or a well-disposed 

farming landscape.  Programs for the purchase of development rights in order to preserve 

agricultural landscapes, and zoning ordinances that protect scenic views express moral 

commitment and  political will in the service of an aesthetic end.  Aesthetic value can indeed 

become a moral goal. 

 

The relation between environmental ethics and aesthetics is rich in possibilities for 

elaboration.  Do aesthetic values play a part in the overall structure of an ethics of environment as 

one of the factors to be sought out and safeguarded?  This could give aesthetic concerns a 

secondary place in environmental ethics.  Yet because of its traditional focus on intrinsic value, 

aesthetic values may offer far more than this by providing a foundation of intrinsic value for the 

ethical values in environment, as some have argued.  If that be so, then ethical values could be 

considered to derive from aesthetic ones.  Such an elevation of aesthetic value has implications 

for ethical theory that lie over and beyond its application to environment.  The relation between 

ethics and aesthetics has great significance and is gaining increasing importance.  Some of the 

essays that follow offer fresh and fruitful insights on the issue.
22
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Art, aesthetics, and different environmental domains 

 

The arts have joined environment in many ways and to many degrees.  Sculpture, for 

example, is often exhibited in outdoor venues within a setting that may range from a lawn or 

garden to a "borrowed landscape" of fields and rolling hills.  Environmental sculptures make use 

of a wide variety of natural objects, materials, and settings.  Music has incorporated 

environmental features by placing musicians or speakers in different parts of the hall, and by 

using outdoor sounds and settings.  Theater's venerable history of open air performances in Greek 

and Roman amphitheaters continues today in street theater.  And dance has been performed using 

a variety of natural settings, including the seashore.   

 

Yet there are still more challenging and complex issues in the interrelations between the 

aesthetics of the arts and environment.  Recognizing various environmental domains, such as 

natural, wilderness, rural, agricultural, marine, urban, and architectural environments, poses its 

own questions.  Are the differences among such diverse types of environment comparable to 

those in traditional aesthetics among poetry, painting, music, and dance?  If they are, what then is 

the relation of these various environmental domains with each other in discussions of aesthetic 

value, appreciation, and judgment?  The issues concerning appreciation in the arts and 

environmental appreciation that I spoke of earlier recur here in somewhat different form.  Is, for 

example, the appreciation evoked by a natural landscape unlike that of an urban one?  If it is, 

what aesthetic criteria are useful in critically judging such different environments?  Moreover, 

how do these differing modes of appreciation relate to the appreciation of art?  What, again, do 

our answers to these questions imply for traditional accounts of appreciation as disinterested and 

contemplative?  Do these environmental domains raise new problems for aesthetic theory or do 

they simply embody dissimilar values?   

 

The questions I have raised not only multiply the more we consider them but they also 

have great significance for the discipline of aesthetics.  Whether the difference between the 

aesthetics of environment and the aesthetics of art is so basic that they demand two different 

theoretical explanations, or whether a single theory can accommodate both, has momentous 

consequences for aesthetic theory.  This book does not hope to resolve that issue, and its 

contributors have different views on this subject.  Our purpose here is rather to examine the 

compatibility of these views and to trace the ways in which they come together.  If, as I believe, 

the aesthetics of nature, environment, and art can be joined in the same theory, then we must 

somehow develop a structure open enough to accommodate both domains in ways that honor 

their distinctive characteristics.  Clearly, the implications of this for the discipline of aesthetics 

are profound.   

 

The broader scene  

 

Before turning to reflections on such questions in the essays that follow, let me conclude 

this introduction by suggesting a broader context for the normative issues that join environment 

and the arts.  Values, and the theories that institutionalize them, have not fared well in the 

twentieth century.  The hegemony of the sciences exercised theoretical as well as economic and 
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political power over intellectual culture.  Philosophers have been no less vulnerable than others, 

and many of the philosophical movements that flourished modeled themselves, in one way or 

another, on the approach, scope, and methodology of the sciences.  Many philosophers have 

accepted only quantitative and factual data as cognitively significant, and have restricted their 

commentary to reflections, distinctions, and formulations on and about them.  In the face of this, 

values have been relegated to inconsequence or dismissed as non-cognitive, subjective, emotive, 

or entirely irrational.  Yet the pressing practical need to confront normative issues has forced 

philosophical thought out of such a cul-de-sac and made it necessary for both intellectuals and 

activists to develop ways of dealing with the multitude of conflicts that grow more and more 

insistent in the present day.   

 

Environmental issues have been in the forefront here, joined by economic and political 

ones.  Because controversies in these areas cannot always be resolved by quantitative methods, 

they cannot therefore simply be dismissed as arbitrary and subjective, as has often happened in 

the recent past. The end of the twentieth century is a bloody banner to such conflicts of values:  

ethnic wars that have spread across most regions of the earth, global economic institutions and 

policies that threaten societies everywhere, and cultural conflicts, not unrelated to these, that 

breed on exclusiveness and intolerance.  If we cannot find reasonable means of dealing with 

these conflicts, we clear the ground for impulse, irrationality, and the exercise of bald power.  

How can environmental aesthetics and the arts find a place here and what can they contribute? 

 

As normative environmental concerns have goaded the public and governments alike to 

action, so they may suggest some ways of understanding and dealing with such ethical issues.  

What the issues around environmental values force us to see is that these values are not purely 

personal, arbitrary, or irrational concerns but that they lie at the heart of human life.  Human 

well-being is not a subjective matter but rests on the political, social, and economic conditions in 

which we live:  the governments we live under, the food we eat, the air we breathe, the 

relationships that form the fabric of our societies.  These conditions are hard and real, and they 

are largely shaped by the institutions and practices we employ.  Our ideas about environment and 

art are embedded in our cultural institutions.  They are important beyond themselves, for they 

focus attention on the lived quality of our experience and on the central place this must have in 

any account of human welfare. 

 

If human values are basic in practice, so may they be in theory, as well.  It would be 

useful to turn philosophical logic on its head and consider normative philosophy as basic 

philosophy.  Here positive experience would become the touchstone for judgments of value.  Yet 

what defines positive experience?  To this we might answer, experience that is intrinsically 

satisfying and fulfilling, and that, at the same time, does not diminish the satisfaction and 

fulfillment of others.  Aesthetic experience can stand as a model for such experience, for its 

fulfillment does not abuse or casually impair the well-being of other living things.  

Environmental values enter here, for these include respecting the earth and its features--values 

that are as much aesthetic as ethical.  Recognizing these values does not commit us to inaction or 

to the inviolability of environments but rather to restraint, prudence, and considered judgment.  

And it includes an essential concern with aesthetic values. 
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Our aesthetic experience of things, both in art and in nature, lies, then, in recognizing 

their qualitative values.  While such experience is primarily perceptual, it may also be understood 

at the same time as an embodied sign of the worth that such things as works of art, places, and 

even people possess in themselves.  That is, it is a sign of their moral value.  Because something 

is valued aesthetically for its own sake, we recognize the value it has in itself that makes it 

worthy of respect.  At the same time, the experience of aesthetic value is a means of informing us 

of that value and of instructing us in recognizing and appreciating it.  In the reverence of 

aesthetic appreciation, we can find reverence and respect for the earth.   

 

 Here may lie the fundamental coalescence of aesthetics and ethics.  Because the 

occasions and content of normative experience are affected by historical cultures, including 

customs, traditions, social structure and dynamics, and education,  they are not absolute but 

variable.  We have finally begun to realize that the Archimedian point for which Descartes 

longed cannot be found in our world of process and change.  Not only is such an absolute not 

possible, it is not desirable, and so there cannot be any firm and unmoving foundation for values 

or for philosophy in general.  However, this is no unhappy fate.  We find in the variety and 

mutability of environment and in the ceaseless searching of the arts in the realms of perception 

both the exemplar of that mutability and a model for living as part of it. 

 

10,549 words 

 

 

Environmental aesthetics is something different from appreciating nature, however, although one 

of the things it tries to understand is what the appreciation of nature is and how, if at all, it differs 

from appreciating art.  [Deleted from section, "Environmental Aesthetics," as sentence 2.] 

 
                                                           

1.  See A.Berleant, "Aesthetics and Community," in Living in the Landscape:  Toward an 

Aesthetics of Environment (Lawrence:  University Press of Kansas, 1997), Ch. 9. 

2.  This discussion comes, in part, from the Introduction to the special issue on environmental 

aesthetics of  The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 56/2 (1998), guest co-edited by Arnold 

Berleant and Allen Carlson.  I am happy to acknowledge with thanks the permission to use this 

material.  Brief passages later in this essay first appeared in The Aesthetics of Environment  and 

Living in the Landscape.   My thanks to Temple University Press and the University Press of 

Kansas for permission to use them. 

3.   I have developed such an approach in various writings.  See, in particular, Art and 

Engagement (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1991). 

4.  Most wilderness areas are not primeval nature but regions that reflect the earlier and ongoing 

consequences of human action in the form of land clearing, erosion, strip mining, reforestation, 

acid rain, modifications of the surface of the land and in the distribution of water, alterations of 
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climate induced by the vast expanses of paved surfaces in urbanized areas, introduced species of 

flora and fauna, and now the desiccation of the ozone layer, from whose consequences in global 

warming and increased solar radiation no area of the planet is immune. 

5.  See the discussion of the definition of 'environment' in Art and Engagement, pp.81, 224. 

6.  This may offer some explanation of human depredations on environment, for exploitative 

practices toward natural resources, and for turning the edges of our streets and highways into 

linear refuse dumps. 

.   

In The Beauty of Environment, the earliest comprehensive and systematic inquiry into 

environmental aesthetics, Yrjö Sepänmaa accepts the conventional usage.  Although his sensitive 

discussion of the concept of environment retains its association with the external world of an 

observer, he expands its scope to include the cultural environment and the constructed 

environment, in addition to the natural one.  See The Beauty of Environment (Helsinki:  

Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1986), p.17. 

7.  This is the subject of my paper, "The Sensuous and the Sensual in Aesthetics," The Journal of 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism, XXIII, 2 (Winter l964), l85-l92.  

8.  James J. Gibson, The Senses Considered as Perceptual Systems  (Boston:  Houghton, Mifflin, 

1966), p.97.  Gibson identifies five perceptual systems:  the basic orienting system (movement), 

the auditory system, the haptic system, the taste-smell system, and the visual system.  

"Information about the world can be obtained with any perceptual system alone or with any 

combination of perceptual systems working together."  p.55.  See Gibson's The Ecological 

Approach to Visual Perception (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin, 1979).  See also Harvey Richard 

Schiffman, Sensation and Perception, An Integrated Approach (New York:  Wiley, 1976), 

pp.119-121. 

9.  I use the term 'culture' here in its anthropological sense exclusively.  While this meaning is 

itself much discussed, it is perhaps safe to say that culture refers to the meanings, ideas, values, 

ideals, customs, skills, and practical and fine arts that human beings learn as members of a  given 

social group, past or present. 

 

 

8.   A rich body of material on perceptual experience continues to come from the 

phenomenological and existential traditions, following the seminal work of Husserl, Sartre, 

Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Schütz, and others, and developing such concepts as body space, life 

space, lived space, and lived time. 

11.   Geographers and anthropologists describe how different cultural groups develop 

distinctive ways of carrying on the many activities by which their lives proceed:  food 

production, family organization, economic exchange, land use, ritual.  They speak of the physical 
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landscape that reflects these activities and that assumes distinctive patterns and shapes as a 

"cultural landscape."  The concept of a cultural aesthetic is a correlative notion that emerges from 

the ideas about aesthetic perception I have been developing.  A cultural aesthetic is the perceptual 

matrix that constitutes the distinctive environment of a society.  It fuses physical features and 

human apprehension into a continuous experiential context that includes its characteristic built 

structures, the configuration of its landscape, its prevailing qualities of sensation and forms of 

apprehension.  This matrix encompasses the distinctive patterns of color, sound, texture, light, 

movement (including the rate and the patterns of sensory change), smells, tastes, spaces 

(including distance), temporal sensibility, and size relationships to the human body.  Together 

such factors determine the distinctive character of the environmental experience of a particular 

time and place. 

 

A cultural aesthetic identifies how a people perceives its world.  A knowledgeable 

observer can often identify an ethnic neighborhood by its "look," and an experienced traveler will 

delight in the distinctive character of a foreign place.  What we sense here informally can become 

the basis for specific studies of cultural aesthetics, not just of particular places but of cultural 

experience.  Moreover, once we identify the idea of a cultural aesthetic, we can not only study the 

aesthetics of individual cultures but determine whether patterns and types emerge.  This is an 

ideal interdisciplinary inquiry, best accomplished through the cooperation of aesthetics with 

cultural geography, anthropology, and other related fields.   

 

12.  D. W. Meinig, ed., The Interpretation of Ordinary Landscapes (New York:  Oxford 

University Press, 1979), p. 3.   

13.   The distinction between environment and landscape, then, must be drawn differently to 
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embracing the many factors, including the human ones, that combine to form the conditions of 

life.  Landscape, reflecting the experience of an immediate location, is more particular.  It is an 

individual environment, its peculiar features embodying in a distinctive way the factors that 

constitute any environment and emphasizing the human presence as the perceptual activator of 

that environment.  We can express this somewhat differently by saying that landscape is a lived 

environment.  Environment is used here in this more general sense, but in discussing a region or 

in 

 considering a specific location, it may be useful to particularize it by speaking of it as a 

landscape or as the environment or this environment. 

 

14.  See Arnold Berleant, Art and Engagement, Ch.4;  The Aesthetics of Environment 

(Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1992); Living in the Landscape (Lawrence, KS:  
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16.  See Art and Engagement.     
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environment, but I have proposed ways of understanding many of them in various writings.  See 

The Aesthetics of Environment (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 1992) and Living in the 

Landscape:  Toward an Aesthetics of Environment (Lawrence:  University Press of Kansas, 

1997).  References to more recent publications may be found on my home page at 

http://home.acadia.net/userpages/arn/index.html. 
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Reproduction" in Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New York:  Schocken Books, 1969), pp. 238-

240. 
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Other Essays.  Eight Studies in Aesthetics and Neighboring Fields (Trowbridge:  Edinburgh 
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21.  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment (l790), Sect. 5.  See also Sects. 43 and 45.  
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by Arnold Berleant, "Mothering and Metaphor," ibid. 57 (1999), 363-364, and Eaton's response, 
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Ethics, Duties to and Values in the Natural World (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 
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