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Timothy Morton’s Interview
• What is the Anthropocene?
• What is humanity in relation

to nature according to 
Morton?

• Give an example of a 
’hyperobject’?

• Did you enjoy reading the
interview? 
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Aesthetic 
Preferences?

Kahoot.it
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Environmental
Aesthetics

• Background
– Philosophy > Aesthetics > Environmental

aesthetics
– Part of humanistic environmental

research

• What is studied?
• How is it studied?
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Environmental
Aesthetics: Background

• Tradition since antiquity to think about natural beauty 
and the relation with nature that human beings have
– Articulated in different ways during different 

times
• Aesthetic qualities e.g. beautiful, sublime, picturesque 
• Environmental aesthetics in its present form since 

1960s (Ronald Hepburn)
– Descriptive: ”How do we appreciate nature?” 
– Normative: ”How should we appreciate 

nature?”
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”Environment”
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What is studied? 

Concept of the Environment 1/2

• Natural environment

– The beginning of EA as natural aesthetics

• Built environment (urban)

– Urban aesthetics (1990s ->)

• Human environment (urban+rural+natural+?)

– Human beings as part of the environment (anthropocene)

– E.g. urban nature understood as a new hybrid form
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What is studied? 
Concept of the Environment 2/2

• Aesthetic values
– Criteria for evaluation
– Relation of aesthetic values to other values such as ethical, 

ecological etc.
• Different contexts

– Specific environments, defined by e.g. objects, activity or users
• Environmental art

– How does art reflect the relation between humans and their
environment?
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How is it studied? – Approaches
Analytic aesthetics, Phenomenology, Pragmatism

1. Cognitive theories
2. Non-cognitive theories
3. Aesthetic experience as interaction
4. New directions

Everyday Aesthetics, Evolutionary Aesthetics
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How is it studied? – Approaches 1/3 
Cognitive theories

– Aesthetic value is formed purely based on the properties of the object
of appreciation: strives to be an OBJECTIVE theory

– Normative approach: what is the RIGHT way to judge/appreciate
environment

– (Natural) science gives the right categories for aesthetic appreciation of 
nature

– Knowledge is needed in order to UNDERSTAND the aesthetic value
(background in the philosophy of art)

– Attempts to ”save nature” from random subjective judgment, to value
nature ”on its own terms”

– Extreme form: so-called Positive Aesthetics
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How is it studied? – Approaches 2/3 
Non-cognitive theories
– Takes into consideration the subjective elements in 

appreciating environment
– Aesthetic judgment is based on human abilities, e.g. 

imagination, emotional arousal
– Attempts to balance cognitive approaches: aesthetic

values as separate from ethical values (without
disparaging them) 

– ”The mystery model”
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Rio Tinto, Andalusia Spain
- Mining since 3000 BC
- High acid (pH 2)
- Mine closed in 2001
- Astrobiological & tourist

interest

”there seems to be a way of 
explaining how damaged
nature can be beautiful
without disposing of the 
intuition that the awareness
of its damaged condition
penetrates our perception.”

(Alcaraz León 2011)
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Meadow with water saving plants

”One prime illustration is the popular obsession
with green, velvety-smooth, weeds-free lawns. The 
quintessential example of this aesthetic ideal is the 
conventional golf courses which suffer from the so-
called “Augusta National Syndrome,” named after the 
Georgia golf course that hosts the Masters tournament
each spring.” (Saito 2007)



”someone living in a wealthy area of southern
California, faced with the consequences of the 
year-long drought, reportedly said to the NYT: 
’Let the fish die; I’m watering my lawn.’” (NYT, 
Feb. 2015)

Gschwandtner (in Janz, ed.) 2017, 180
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How to study? – Approaches 3/3
• Aesthetic experience as interaction
• Moving away from the ”landscape model”, in which nature is studied

from a distance
• Aesthetic engagement (Arnold Berleant)

– Participation, engagement, interaction with the environment
– Sensory information & experience (e.g. Richard Shusterman’s

somaesthetics) 
– Lived relationship with the environment, formed through the body
– Viewing the environment as a seamless unity of places, organisms, 

and perceptions (against dichotomies) 
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Töölönlahti, urban nature as a hybrid (Kummala 2016)
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University of Helsinki main library, Kaisa House 
by Anttinen Oiva Architects 2012
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Nature–human relation, as in e.g. studying ecosystem services
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Environments of particular group’s of people, e.g. environments of children



Environmental Art
• Case: Ecologically restorative art
– Combines the perspectives of natural science and art

in the restoration attempts of natural environments
• Ecovention: ecology+intervention (Amy Lipton & 

Sue Spaid 1999)
• Agnes Denes, Tree Mountain (1982/1992/1996) 
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