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Adjudicating the Debate Over Two Models of
Nature Appreciation

SHEILA LINTOTT

It seems commonplace to point out that we aesthetically appreciate a wide
variety of objects: that is, art objects are not the only good candidates for
aesthetic appreciation.1 We know from experience that one can aesthetically
appreciate not only Georgia O’Keefe’s White Trumpet Flower, but also a
white trumpet flower. Similarly, we can aesthetically appreciate both a pic-
torial representation of the human form and that form instantiated in certain
prime specimens. We do so, moreover, without classifying either flowers or
human beings as art objects. Yet, the paradigm of aesthetic appreciation to-
day, in both everyday life and in educative contexts, is the appreciation of
art, which explains why we tend to try to understand what makes aesthetic
appreciation appropriate in terms of what makes art appreciation appropri-
ate. This approach may not be entirely mistaken, for beginning with the fa-
miliar is always a good plan. However, it must be done with care, otherwise
important differences between our relationships with the art we appreciate
and with the nature we appreciate may be overlooked, thereby obscuring
salient differences in the appreciation of each.

In this essay, I focus on the issue of the appropriate aesthetic apprecia-
tion of nature and offer an overview of a contemporary debate on the topic.
I begin with a general discussion of art and nature appreciation. I then sum-
marize Kendall Walton's theory of appropriate art appreciation and explain
his skepticism regarding the possibility of appropriate and inappropriate
nature appreciation. Next, I discuss two models according to which Walton
is mistaken, as the philosophers who present these models, Allen Carlson
and Noél Carroll, do so to illustrate how nature appreciation can be prop-
erly considered appropriate or inappropriate. It may seem that given the re-
cent proliferation of models of nature appreciation, the last thing we should
seek is yet another model. However, in the end, I shall argue the need for a
new and different kind of model, one that is a revisionist and extensionist
model of nature appreciation.

Sheila Lintott is Assistant Professor in the Department of Philosophy and Religion at
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Art and Nature Appreciation

Concerning the perceptual activity of the audience, how we ought to appre-
ciate artworks is largely uncontroversial. Perhaps this is why Carlson opens
his attempt to understand the aesthetic appreciation of nature with a pre-
sentation of the aesthetic appreciation of art, explaining that “with art ob-
jects there is a straightforward sense in which we know both what and how
to aesthetically apprecia’re.”2 Although not all artworks offer “straightfor-
ward” examples of aesthetic appreciation, Carlson’s general point is reason-
ably motivated. As Kendall Walton succinctly explains: “Paintings and
sculptures are to be looked at; sonatas and songs are to be heard. What is
important about these works of art, as works of art, is what can be seen or
heard in them.”® That we ought to look at paintings and listen to sonatas
seems obvious for at least two reasons. First, via formal education and in-
formal interactions, we have grown familiar with the conventions of art ap-
preciation; second, such conventions find experiential reinforcement when,
for example, our auditory sense is tickled by a Mozart concerto.*

Underlying our relative lack of confidence when it comes to nature ap-
preciation is the obvious fact that nature, unlike art, is not an artifact. Na-
ture was not made by beings like us; it was made neither for our use, nor for
our entertainment, nor for our apprecia’cion.5 As Carlson puts it, “art objects
are our own creations; it is for this reason that we know what is and what is
not part of a work, which of its aspects are of aesthetic significance, and
how to appreciate them” (ANE, 41). We need, therefore, a model of nature
appreciation that will serve as a source of education regarding how best to
appreciate nature and will offer the confidence we lack and the guidance
we seek.

It might seem that we should simply apply our knowledge of art to na-
ture appreciation — that is, appreciate nature as if it were art. However, as
numerous philosophers have noticed, this approach is mistaken.® The mis-
take is both theoretical and practical. Theoretically, it is a category error, for
nature is not art. Practically, this category error has some regrettable effects.
As Ronald Hepburn points out, to try to appreciate nature as if it were a
work of art is to “look — and of course look in vain — for what can be
found and enjoyed only in art.”” We cannot find all of the features that we
enjoy in artworks in nature; the originality, self-deprecating humor, or ease
of execution of various artworks are features that are simply not present in
nature.

Furthermore, appreciating nature as if it were art is an error with nega-
tive aesthetic implications. Carlson calls the error an “appreciative pity,”
because by appreciating nature as art we either fail to appreciate nature at
all or we appreciate it in an inappropriate, usually feeble manner. Carlson
offers the example of a rock taken from its environment and brought into
someone’s home:
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On the mantel it may seem wonderfully smooth and gracefully curved
and expressive of solidity, but in its environment of creation it will
have more and different aesthetic qualities — qualities that are the
product of the relationship between it and its environment. It is here
expressive of the particular forces that shaped and continue to shape
it and displays for aesthetic appreciation its place in and relation to
the environment. Moreover, depending upon its place in that envi-
ronment it may not express many of those qualities, for example,
solidity — that it appears to express when on the mantle (ANE, 44).

Nature appreciation must be object specific. This, however, is not to suggest
that generally speaking our appreciation of both nature and art are of the
same form. As Malcolm Budd explains:

The fact that the aesthetics of nature is the aesthetics of nature is com-
patible with the view that there is a unitary notion of aesthetic appre-
ciation according to which aesthetic appreciation abstracts from the
kind of thing the object of appreciation is, focusing only on an item’s
sensible properties and how they are structured to compose the item’s
perceptual form.®

Nature is not art, and therefore should not be appreciated as if it were. To
appreciate nature as if it were art is to neglect to pay attention to at least
some of the unique properties of natural objects and perhaps to attribute
artistic features to nature that nature simply cannot possess. Instead, we must
appreciate nature as nature. The question, however, remains: how should
we appreciate nature so as to ensure that we are appreciating it as nature?

Appreciating Art Appropriately

In “Categories of Art,” Walton argues that an artwork’s aesthetic properties
depend on the category the work belongs to and on which of the work’s non-
aesthetic perceptual properties are standard, variable, and contrastandard
for that category. A property is standard for a category if it counts toward
an object’s belonging to that category; a property is variable for a category if
it is irrelevant to the object’s membership in the category; and, a property is
contrastandard for a category if it counts against an object belonging to a
certain category. Notice that each of these categories consist of subcatego-
ries for which the classification of their features may differ. For instance, de-
veloped mammary glands are standard for women, contrastandard for
men, and variable for human beings.

Walton does not attempt to outline the precise ways in which the ab-
sence or presence of standard, variable, and contrastandard features affects
our perception of the object and resultant aesthetic appreciation of it. It
would likely be impossible to do so, and not obviously worthwhile. In some
cases, the presence of a contrastandard feature adds to the aesthetic value of
an artwork, while in others the presence of a contrastandard feature de-
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tracts from the work’s value. For example, Steven Speilberg’s use of black-
and-white cinematography in a Schindler’s List (re)introduced audiences to
a contrastandard (formerly standard) feature with dramatic effect. How-
ever, the colorization of films such as Casablanca was largely unsuccessful as
audiences failed to appreciate the added color, which was seen as unnatural
and tinny. Whether and how the standard, variable and contrastandard
features of an artwork contribute to or detract from the work’s aesthetic
value depends on additional features, including, especially, the overall ex-
ecution of the work. It suffices to say that what we know and learn about a
work’s nonaesthetic features does affect our aesthetic appreciation of an ob-
ject, first by helping us classify an object and then by defining a range of
reasonable expectations regarding the object.

According to Walton, “the aesthetic properties [an artwork] actually has
are those that are found in it when it is perceived correctly” (CA, 412). We
properly appreciate an artwork when we notice and contemplate its actual
aesthetic properties. Therefore, aesthetic appreciation of art is appropriate
only if we view the art object under a category to which it actually belongs.”
Consider the following example (based on a true story). Imagine a friend
expresses a negative opinion regarding the Coen brothers’ film O Brother,
Where Art Thou? She justifies her opinion on the grounds that the plot is un-
realistic and the characters too fantastic. Surely she is failing to properly ap-
preciate the work. O Brother, Where Art Thou? is the sort of film that is sup-
posed to be unrealistic and fantastic. Your friend is looking at the film in the
wrong way, and, although she may not enjoy unrealistic stories, the fact that
the film is unrealistic does not justify the claim that it is not aesthetically
good. O Brother, Where Art Thou? is a modern parodic picaresque based on
Homer’s Odyssey; hence, bizarre characters and strange twists of fate are
standard for it. The film does not fail; your friend failed by expecting realism
where it is contrastandard.

Works of art can be seen in more than one category without making aes-
thetic mistakes. For instance, Monet’s Water Lilies are properly categorized
as paintings, murals, and Impressionist Paintings. Therefore, one could prop-
erly appreciate Water Lilies under any of these categories. Notice that these
categories are not mutually exclusive and the appreciator is therefore not
compelled to choose between them when viewing Water Lilies. In cases such
as this, Walton recommends the viewer choose the category in which the
work is seen at its best aesthetically. There are also examples of artifacts that
are not easily classified. These are cases where more than one possible cat-
egory seems to fit the object and we know neither how the artist intended it
to be classified nor how the artworld would tend to classify it. In cases such
as these, Walton argues there is simply no correct category and therefore no
way to determine the object’s actual aesthetic properties. Instead, we can
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attribute aesthetic properties to the object relative to the category under
which we choose to perceive it. Walton has this to say about such a case:

If we are confronted by a work about whose origins we know abso-
lutely nothing (for example, one lifted from the dust at an as yet
unexcavated archeological site on Mars), we would simply not be in a
position to judge it aesthetically... We could attribute aesthetic prop-
erties to it in the way we do natural objects, which of course does not
involve consideration of historical facts about artists or their societies
(CA, 412).

In such cases, Walton’s theory suggests that only a category-relative judgment
can be made.

To his argument that art appreciation is appropriate when the art object
is viewed under the proper category, Walton adds the caveat “that aesthetic
judgments are in some contexts amenable to such category-relative interpre-
tations, especially aesthetic judgments about natural objects (clouds, moun-
tains, sunsets) rather than works of art” (CA, 394).10 Whereas artworks tend
to have determinately correct categories, the categories of natural objects
are open to interpretation. We can only assign categories to nature, thereby
attributing the aesthetic properties that are a function of those categories to
them. For example, a cloud looked at as a puff of smoke in the sky is whim-
sical and gentle, but looked at as resembling a great polar bear it is domi-
nating and strong. Although these sets of judgments seem contradictory,
they are not because each is relative to a different category. Hence, it seems
to follow that there are no, or at least comparatively few, inappropriate
ways to appreciate nature, where there clearly are for art.!

Recall the question posed at the close of the previous section: How should
we appreciate nature as nature? We are seeking guidance about how best to
appreciate nature aesthetically and the answer we have arrived at by con-
sidering Walton’s theory appears to be however you decide to or happen to. If
so, then not only is it a mistake to appreciate nature as if it were art, but
appreciating nature as we appreciate art is seemingly not possible.

The Role of Science in Appreciating Nature Appropriately

Many thinkers are unsatisfied with Walton’s account of nature appre-
ciation.'? Carlson is perhaps the most vocal of these. He assesses Walton’s
theory of nature appreciation as follows:

The position has an initial implausibility that leads one to ask why
Walton and any other aestheticians accept it. Its implausibility can be
seen by noting that not only do many aesthetic judgments about na-
ture strike us as clearly true (e.g., “The Grand Tetons are majestic”) or
clearly false (e.g., “The Grand Tetons are dumpy”), but also that
many of such judgments seem to be paradigmatic aesthetic judgments
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— ones in virtue of which we initially grasp aesthetic gudgments (e.g.,
graceful gazelle, majestic mountain, sublime sunset)."

We see here a modern version of the paradox Hume confronts in his Of the
Standard of Taste. It might seem as if “beauty is in the eye of the beholder,”
yet simple common sense tells us that some aesthetic judgments are plain
wrong: “Whoever would assert an equality of genius and elegance between
Ogilby and Milton...would be thought to defend no less an extravagance,
than if he maintained a mole-hill to be as high as Teneriffe.”'* Similarly, al-
though Walton argues that aesthetic judgments about nature are not objec-
tive, some aesthetic judgments of nature strike us as obviously true or false:
clearly, the Grand Tetons are not dumpy.

Moreover, Carlson argues that in many cases aesthetic appreciation of
nature instructs aesthetic appreciation in general, even of the aesthetic ap-
preciation of art. It is no surprise then that students of art are frequently
instructed to observe the beauty in nature for inspiration and to learn how
aesthetic value looks, sounds, and feels. We can learn what gracefulness
looks like, for example, by observing a leaping gazelle. If art appreciation is
objective and aesthetic judgments about art have truth values, and if much
art appreciation is informed by nature appreciation, why does the notion of
objectivity function in such a radically different manner in nature apprecia-
tion? Carlson argues the appreciation of art and nature are not so different,
and offers an account that secures objectivity for aesthetic judgments of
nature and art.

Carlson argues that “human production is not the only key to correctness
of category. In general we do not produce, but rather discover, natural ob-
jects and aspects of nature. Why should we therefore not discover the correct
categories for their perception?”15 There are such discoverable categories of
nature, and they are familiar to all of us: the categories supplied by the
natural sciences. Thus, while in art appreciation the “grounds for correct-
ness are the activities of artists and art critics,” in nature appreciation the
grounds for correctness are “the activities of the naturalists and scientists.” 1

Yet, simply knowing the correct categories is not sufficient for appropri-
ate aesthetic appreciation of nature. Such knowledge must be insufficient,
otherwise every scientific experiment, discovery, or analysis of nature would
be a case of appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature. However, a medi-
cal examiner performing an autopsy and a scientist dissecting an animal
know the correct categories of nature and how the objects of their studies —
and their parts — fit into them. Yet neither is doing anything I would wish
to call aesthetically appreciating nature, let alone appropriately doing s0.17
There must be more to aesthetic appreciation than scientific knowledge.

In looking for further directives, Carlson considers two paradigmatic
models of art appreciation that seem straightforwardly applicable to nature
appreciation. These are the object model and the landscape model. According
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to the object model, one legitimate way to appreciate nature is to appreciate
it as we appreciate nonrepresentational works of art. Carlson explains the
edicts of this model: “We may appreciate a rock or a piece of driftwood in
the same way as we appreciate a Brancusi sculpture: we actually or contem-
platively remove the object from its surroundings and dwell on its sensu-
ous and design qualities and its possible expressive qualities” (ANE, 43).
Just as nonrepresentational works of art, for example, Brancusi’s Sleeping
Muse or Bird in Space, natural objects do not refer beyond themselves but
rather call on us to reflect on their appearance alone. There is much to be
said in favor of the object model. Most notably, the object model accords
with our experience: we do collect natural objects; for example, pebbles,
seashells, and driftwood — and display them in our homes as pieces of found
art. According to this model of nature appreciation, the objects of nature ap-
preciation are natural objects with sensuous, design, and expressive fea-
tures, and we ought to appreciate them in the same way we appreciate non-
representational works of art.

Initially it seems as if this model does not conflate nature with art. On
this model, we are directed to appreciate nature not as if it were art, but in
the same way we appreciate some art objects. However, Carlson argues that
a dilemma confronts the object model. In appreciating the natural object, we
can either physically remove the object or leave it where we find it. If we
remove the conch shell from the surf, it loses the aesthetic qualities it pos-
sesses in virtue of its relation to the environment in which we find it. This is
particularly unfortunate because the aesthetic value of a natural object is at
least partially constituted by such relations. Natural objects, unlike nonrep-
resentational works of art, are in fact not self-contained “aesthetic units.”18
Rather, they “possess...an organic unity with their environments of cre-
ation: such objects are part of and have developed out of the elements in
their environments by means of the forces at work within those environ-
ments” (ANE, 44). The aesthetic properties of a natural object are altered
and diminished by removing it from its natural setting.

This is true whether we remove the object physically or conceptually. If
we leave the conch shell beneath the white foam of the breakers and at-
tempt to focus our attention on the object and therefore imaginatively ab-
stract it from its environment, we are confronted with two problems. The
first is as above: the aesthetic properties the object has in virtue of its rela-
tionship with the natural environment will be lost or altered. Second, there
is the problem of framing the object. It is unclear what is and what is not a
relevant part of the object of appreciation. For instance, should we abstract
the conch shell out from under the foamy surf in appreciating it? Or, should
we appreciate it as it is under the white water? If the water is a relevant part
of the object, is the sand? And the nearby mussel shells? What about the
seagulls casing the shells? The problem of framing calls our attention to the
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failure of the object model to elucidate for us what to appreciate when we
appreciate nature; it fails, therefore, as a source of the aesthetic education
for which we seek.

The second option Carlson discusses is the landscape model. The artistic
analogue to appreciable nature on this model is the landscape painting. We
are also familiar with this sort of nature appreciation: think of scenic over-
looks, walking tours, and picture postcards. To the question of what and
how to appreciate nature this model offers an answer: appreciate pictur-
esque nature as a scene. The landscape model advises us to view nature from
a certain ideal distance (such as those prescribed by scenic overlooks) and
teaches us what to value in nature: namely the picturesque and the scenic.

This model accurately describes a common mode of nature appreciation,
but there are two problems with it. First, it is aesthetically suspect. It em-
phasizes artistic values and considers the expectation that nature conform to
art justified. The landscape model thus puts us in the habit of “the sightseer”
who, as Walker Percy describes:

measures his satisfaction by the degree to which the [Grand] canyon con-
forms to the preformed complex. If it does, if it looks like the postcard, he
is pleased; he might even say, “Why it is every bit as beautiful as a
picture postcard!” He feels he has not been cheated. But if it does not
conform, if the colors are somber, he will not be able to see it directly;
he will only be conscious of the disparity between what it is and what
it is supposed to be."’

What an unsatisfied sightseer fails to do, of course, is to perceive the Grand
Canyon itself in all its richness. The sightseer’s experience is, so to speak,
flattened; as a result, even if satisfied, the sightseer will be missing out. This
model diminishes our aesthetic experience of nature by asking us to appreci-
ate nature as something it is not: “It requires the reduction of the environment
to a scene or a view (ANE, 47).

Moreover, the landscape model is problematic since support for the pro-
tection of the natural environment is frequently won on aesthetic grounds.
The landscape model aesthetically privileges the picturesque in nature.
Hence, a twofold negative effect could follow. First, we might tend to dis-
miss the nature that does not look “like a picture postcard” without ever
giving it a chance, despite the fact that much of the natural environment in
need of protection does not look like a postcard of a prairie, wetland, or
peatland. If we do not expect such natural settings to be picturesque in the
traditional sense, we are open to finding their unique aesthetic value; working
on the landscape model, however, their aesthetic value will be overlooked.

Second, the landscape model promotes the skewed view that art depict-
ing natural scenes is interchangeable with and perhaps even superior to the
actual nature depicted. If this view seems unlikely, consider Sharon
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Butala’s description of her former self, before she “recovered her powerful
connection with Nature:”

By the time I was twenty I had developed contempt for those who
wanted to return to Nature, believing they were romantic dreamers,
nitwits from the city....I liked to look at Impressionist paintings of
Nature, having once harbored the dream of becoming a painter, and I
was not adverse to sunsets or moonlight on water, but I was just as
happy to look at pictures of them while seated on a soft couch, with
my feet on a thick rug and a well-insulated wall between me and the
thing itself.”’

Butala’s confession has a familiar ring to it. To prefer the representation of
nature to nature itself is not even a mildly uncommon sentiment. At best,
this manner of nature appreciation can ensure the protection of a pictur-
esque rainforest, while failing to protect the less picturesque prairie, even in
cases where the less picturesque is in dire need of protection. It may also
promote the idea that nature is disposable by obscuring nature’s unique
aesthetic value.

Thus, the object and the landscape models of nature appreciation, mod-
els that attempt to apply paradigmatic modes of art appreciation to nature
appreciation, disappoint. Yet, the particular ways in which they disappoint
are informative. The object model ignores the fact that natural objects are
part and parcel of their natural environments. The landscape model over-
simplifies nature by ignoring nature’s vast sensual complexity. Learning
from the mistakes of these models, Carlson presents a new model of nature
appreciation and emphasizes two important and obvious aspects of the
natural environment: it is natural and it is an environment.

Following a suggestion made by Francis Sparshott, Carlson begins by
construing the relationship between appreciator and appreciated in nature
appreciation as one that obtains between self and setting rather than be-
tween subject and object.?! In appreciation of the natural environment, the
appreciator — the self — appreciates from within the object of appreciation
— the setting. Carlson describes this process as follows:

We must experience our background setting in all those ways in
which we normally experience it, by sight, smell, touch, and what-
ever. However, we must experience it not as unobtrusive background,
but as obtrusive foreground...We cannot appreciate everything; there
must be limits and emphases in our aesthetic appreciation of nature
as there are in art (ANE, 48-49).

Since the object of appreciation is that which we regularly fail to take care-
ful notice of — the unobtrusive background — we are confronted with the
problem of indefiniteness. Dealing with art, we know where the object of
appreciation begins and ends: the frame of a painting indicates its end, the
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curtain falls at the close of a play, and we realize an audience member’s
sneeze is not part of a musical performance (unless, that is, you are at a per-
formance of John Cage’s 4'33”). Our knowledge of how to appreciate vari-
ous works of art is informed by our knowledge of the categories and history
of art.

However, when appreciating the natural environment, there seems no
obvious place to focus our attention, precisely because there seems no clear
beginning or end to a natural environment. Carlson points out that just as
our knowledge of art and art history guides our appreciation of art, our
common sense/scientific knowledge guides us in nature appreciation. Such
knowledge, according to Carlson, “transforms raw experience by making it
determinate, harmonious, and meaningful;” he explains:

In order for there to be aesthetic appreciation we must recognize the
smell of hay and that of the horse dung and perhaps distinguish be-
tween them; we must feel the ant at least as an insect rather than as,
say, a twitch. Such recognizing and distinguishing results in certain
aspects of the obtrusive foreground becoming foci of aesthetic signifi-
cance. Moreover, they are natural foci appropriate to the particular
environment we are appreciating. Likewise, our knowledge of the en-
vironment may yield certain appropriate boundaries and limits to the
experience. For example...the sound of cicadas may be appreciated as
a proper part of the setting while the sound of the distant traffic is
excluded much as we ignore the coughing in the concert hall (ANE,
50).

We see that appropriate nature appreciation is necessarily informed by our
knowledge of nature and such knowledge informs it both by identifying
points of interest and by defining suitable boundaries. The potentially over-
whelming sensory stimuli of the natural environment are thereby tempered
by our common sense/scientific knowledge of the environment.

In Walton’s phraseology, the aesthetic properties a natural environment
actually has are those that are found in it when it is perceived correctly. Ac-
cording to Carlson, a natural environment is perceived correctly when we
allow our common sense/scientific knowledge of nature to guide our atten-
tion and inform our perceptions of the natural environment. If so, then
Walton is wrong to claim that nature appreciation is merely a relative or
subjective enterprise. To our recurring question: how should we appreciate na-
ture as nature? Carlson responds: “To aesthetically appreciate an environ-
ment we experience our surroundings as obtrusive foreground, allowing
our knowledge of that environment to select certain foci of aesthetic signifi-
cance and perhaps include others, thereby limiting the experience” (ANE,
50). Appropriate appreciation of nature, on Carlson’s model, therefore, is
not the appreciation of nature as if it were art. It is, however, like the appre-
ciation of art, since aesthetic judgments of nature are objectively true or
false in a way analogous to aesthetic judgments of art.
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The Role of Emotion in Appropriate Nature Appreciation

Carlson’s model seems to tell us much about nature appreciation — the
how and the what of it. Moreover, it secures objectivity for nature apprecia-
tion by explaining which cases of appreciation are appropriate. However,
to many, Carlson’s model seems too demanding and overly exclusionary.??
At worst, it makes appropriately aesthetically appreciating nature impos-
sible for children and the (relatively) scientifically uninformed; at best, it
seems to make the natural scientist the paradigmatic nature appreciator.
Neither of these claims is prima facie intuitively compelling. In a character-
istically succinct manner, Ludwig Wittgenstein, speaking of aesthetic appre-
ciation, points to the area in need of further inquiry when he confesses: “I
know exactly what happens when a person who knows a lot about suits goes
to the tailor, also I know what happens when a person who knows nothing
about suits goes."23 The area in need of clarification is located in the space
between the appreciation of the expert and that of the wholly ignorant.24

Noél Carroll argues against Carlson’s claim that scientific knowledge is
necessary for the appropriate appreciation of nature.?” Carroll does not ob-
ject to Carlson’s natural environment model on the grounds that Carlson’s
model endorses inappropriate appreciation;26 they agree on the appropri-
ateness of the nature appreciation sanctioned by Carlson’s model. Rather,
Carroll presents his model, the arousal model, as an alternative to Carlson’s,
not a replacement. Carroll is, as he says, “for co-existence” of the two (and
possibly other) models (MBN, 246). Regarding his hesitancy to endorse
Carlson’s model as the model of appropriate nature appreciation, Carroll
has this to say: “My major worry about Carlson’s stance is that it excludes
certain very common appreciative responses to nature — responses of a less
intellective, more visceral sort, which we might refer to as ‘being moved by
nature’” (MBN, 245).

Carroll questions whether the list of models of nature appreciation
Carlson considers is complete. Carroll suggests a model to add to the list
and argues that it — the arousal model — succeeds where the object and
landscape models fail. Furthermore, Carroll argues that on the arousal model
one can appreciate nature in an aesthetically appropriate manner in the ab-
sence of common sense/scientific knowledge. If so, then, contrary to Carlson,
such knowledge is not necessary for appropriate nature appreciation and
Carroll’s arousal model ought to be acknowledged as an additional model
of the appropriate appreciation of nature. In other words, Carlson’s argu-
ment secures only the conclusion that the natural environment model de-
scribes an appropriate way to appreciate nature, not that it describes the
appropriate way to appreciate nature.

According to the arousal model, we can and frequently do appropriately
appreciate nature by being emotionally moved, or aroused, by the natural
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setting in which we find ourselves. For example, “we may,” Carroll tells us,
“find ourselves standing under a thundering waterfall and be excited by its
grandeur; or standing barefooted amidst a silent arbor, softly carpeted with
layers of decaying leaves, a sense of repose and homeyness may be aroused
in us (MBN, 251). Carroll maintains that such instances are legitimate and
respectable responses to nature and constitute an appropriate form of na-
ture appreciation. To verify this claim, we must consider his model in light
of the objections waged against the object and landscape models.

First, in cases such as Carroll describes, there is no temptation to remove
the object of appreciation from its natural context; in fact, doing so will al-
most always be impossible (one cannot take a waterfall home). Hence, the
arousal model does not convert nature into art, as the object model some-
times does. Second, whereas the object model is undone by the problem of
frames, the arousal model can deal with it in certain cases. Carroll explains:

Certain natural expanses have natural frames or what I prefer to call
natural closure: caves, copses, grottoes, clearings, arbors, valleys, etc.
And other natural expanses, though lacking in frames, have features
that are naturally salient for human beings — i.e., they have features
such as moving water, bright illumination, etc. that draw our attention
instinctually toward them (MBN, 251).

Thus, in cases where we are emotionally moved by nature, either the natu-
ral environment provides its own frames or the appreciator selects points of
interest and features to focus on during the experience.

In cases where the natural environment comes equipped with its own
frame, there is obviously no problem framing the object in an appropriate
manner. In cases where it is necessary to select appropriate points of inter-
est and boundaries, there are several ways to make such a selection. We
might do as Carlson recommends and use scientific knowledge about the
environment under consideration in order to decide which aspects of the
environment deserve the most attention and what sort of attention they de-
serve. If this is the route taken on the way to being moved by nature, how-
ever, the appreciation is merely a special case of the natural environment
mode of nature appreciation.27 Another way to make the selection is to
consciously pick those features that fit our preformed (cultural or personal)
conception of how nature ought to look. Yet, this selection method is also
unacceptable, for it would merely reduce the arousal model to a slightly
modified version of the landscape model. However, Carroll presents a
method of selection that does not in any way assimilate nature to art, but
rather constitutes a natural selection process of its own.

Carroll points out that there are aspects of the natural environment that
are “naturally salient” and likewise emotional responses to sensory stimuli
that are quite natural; that is, “some emotional responses are bred in the
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bone” (MBN, 251-52). With this in mind, consider the following narrative
describing a highly valued experience in nature:

a favorite memory as a child is ice skating at a park pond at night.
Trees encircled most of the large pond; there was an island in one
part that stood as a quiet mystery. Gliding along in the cold windy
dark, (this is Wisconsin, by the way), I felt like the only person in the
world, intimate with the ice and the air and the stars shining down. I
remember such a sense of fullness and completeness though I was all
alone.... but not lonely at all, not with the company of nature’s sensory
presence to feel and see and smell and just to be a part of.

The appreciator here, Laurie Leahy, tells how her natural instincts guide
her attention to those aspects of the natural environment that evoke in her a
sense of fullness and completeness — the trees encircling the pond and the
mysterious island. As the experience unfolds, her attention is then brought
to other points of interest —the shining stars and the cold windy air — that
are conducive to the emotional state that she is in the process of experiencing.
Carroll traces the sequence as follows:

Our perceptual make-up initially focuses our attention on certain fea-
tures of the natural expanse, which attention generates a state of emo-
tional arousal, which state, in turn, issues in reinforcing feedback that
consolidates the initial selective gestalt of the emotional arousement
experience (MBN, 252).

We can see here that Carroll considers human nature equally as germane to
the issue of nature appreciation as the natural environment appreciated.
Recall also that Carlson himself points out that the proper way to conceive
of the relationship between appreciator and appreciated in nature apprecia-
tion is as that between self and setting (MBN, 252).29 Since the human (self)
is part of the object of appreciation (the setting), her natural emotional re-
sponses are entirely legitimate in nature appreciation. Moreover, these natu-
ral responses are experienced and enjoyed, as Carroll puts it, “sans guidance
by scientific categories,” and without even common sense environmental
and/or ecological knowledge (MBN, 245).

Finally, the arousal model does not falter as the landscape model does
by reducing the natural environment to a scene or a view. The landscape
model leads to both aesthetic omissions and aesthetic misapprehensions. By
prioritizing the visual sensory stimuli provided by a natural environment,
the landscape model leads us to miss much of the richness and texture the
dynamic natural world has to offer. In addition, appreciation on the land-
scape model tends to overlook the very simple fact that the natural environ-
ment is an environment, one that consists of complex relationships and as-
pects in flux. The arousal model entails no such mistakes. On the arousal
model, an appreciator is not limited to one or other sensory means to
appreciation: she is open to the fullness offered by the natural environment.
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There is an obvious sense in which being emotionally moved is necessar-
ily and exclusively subjective. That is, the emotion occurs in the subject and
in her alone. However, this is not the only notion of subjectivity, and is, in
fact, not the sense that gives rise to the issue of epistemological relativity.
All aesthetic experience, for that matter all experience, occurs in the subject
and in her alone. Dismissing the objectivity of Carroll’s arousal model be-
cause it depends on subjective emotional experience, therefore, will entail the
dismissal of all aesthetic claims to objectivity. In fact, it seems tantamount
to a wholesale rejection of objectivity per se.

One might, on the other hand, understand the notion of subjectivity as
referring to an idiosyncratic response in the subject and, therefore, not one
that is intersubjectively available. Although some experiences are subjective
merely in the sense of “being in the subject” and are not idiosyncratic, one
might argue that emotional experiences are subjective in both senses — “in
the subject” and “idiosyncratic to her.” However, emotional responses, con-
trary perhaps to popular belief, are not of this sort. Emotions have both a
cognitive dimension (such as beliefs) and a cognitive function (such as the
focusing of attention).>’

Carroll explains:

We can assess the appropriateness of the emotion of fear for an emoter
in terms of whether or not she believes that the particular object of
her emotion is dangerous. We can, furthermore, assess whether the
appropriateness of her fears ought to be shared by others by asking
whether the beliefs, thoughts or patterns of attention that underpin
her emotions are the sorts of beliefs, thoughts or patterns of attention
that it is reasonable for others to share (MBN, 258).

Emotions are directed at objects; for example, my fear might be aroused by
a snake. Emotions depend on beliefs; I will only be afraid of the snake if I
believe that snakes are dangerous. And emotions help us filter out irrel-
evant information and focus on what matters at the moment — that is, I
care where the snake is and where it is going, not about the temperature or
the birdsong in the background. This simple example allows us to see the
inner workings of the arousal model and to grasp clearly the nature of its
claim to objectivity. Whether any given emotional response is appropriate
is a function of the object of the emotion and the subject’s beliefs about that
object. Whether aesthetic judgments based on such a response are objective
is gleaned by considering the basis for the relevant belief(s). If the belief that
snakes are dangerous is reasonable, then the claim that they are scary is ob-
jectively true. Moreover, many emotional responses are of the sort common
to humanity per se. For instance, a natural and appropriate emotional re-
sponse to the sight of intense human suffering is that of sympathy. There-
fore, it seems that without any help from scientific knowledge an apprecia-
tor can appreciate nature by being emotionally aroused by it; moreover,
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there are standards according to which such emotional arousals may be
deemed appropriate and the judgments related to them, objective.

The Need for a Revisionist-Extensionist Model of Nature Appreciation

Currently, the debate over the propriety and independence of the arousal
model continues between Carroll and Carlson. Carlson has argued that the
arousal model is either a model of inappropriate nature appreciation or it
reduces to the natural environment model.3! We have already seen how
Carroll defends his claim to appropriateness: an emotional response is ap-
propriate when the beliefs that underwrite it, together with the perceptual
stimuli that evoke it, make the response reasonable. Furthermore, the cogni-
tive dimension of emotions qualifies “being moved by nature” as a full-
fledged case of appreciation since emotions play an important role in evalu-
ation; emotions direct our attention by appraising the situation.

The other side of the debate concerns the question of whether apprecia-
tion on the arousal model makes use of common sense/scientific knowl-
edge. If so, Carlson has grounds to claim the arousal model simply describes a
special sort of appreciation that can be understood under the general rubric
of the natural environment model. Carlson indeed argues that this is the
case. The arousal model, he claims, is simply a specialized version of the
natural environment model and, therefore, not a rival or supplementary
model of nature appreciation. He explains:

the contrast between the arousal and natural environment model is
less clear. If we recognize our scientific knowledge of the natural
world as only a finer-grained and theoretically richer version of our
common, everyday knowledge of it, and not as something essentially
different in kind, then the difference between the arousal model and
the natural environment model is mainly one of emphasis. Both mod-
els track the appreciation of nature, although the arousal model fo-
cuses on the more common, less cognitively rich, and perhaps less
serious end of the continuum.

Leaving aside the issues of richness and seriousness, the debate hinges on
Carlson’s conception of common sense/scientific knowledge. The construal
of scientific knowledge as refined and advanced everyday knowledge about
nature does not seem problematic to me. In fact, there is a sense in which
the difference between all and any knowledge is simply one of degree.
However, we must pay careful attention to details of the process of educa-
tion taking place between everyday and scientific knowledge during their
refinement and advancement.

This education must involve the eradication of false beliefs, clarification
of vague concepts until they become precise, drawing distinctions where
there previously were none, and an advancement in understanding of the
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interrelations of forces and entities. In fact, if it does not, it is difficult to un-
derstand Carlson’s claim that scientific knowledge is the key to the appro-
priate aesthetic appreciation of nature. If, on the other hand, the beliefs we
entertain before and during this transformation are sufficient to ground ap-
propriate aesthetic appreciation of nature, Carlson is right that the difference
between his model and the arousal model is far from clear.

Carlson can sidestep Carroll’s criticism if he construes common sense to
include such notions as the belief that this mountain is “composed of what-
ever geological stuff mountains are composed of.”>> However, doing so
threatens to weaken his position to a point at which it is barely recogniz-
able. For if this is the sort of knowledge necessary to appreciate nature ap-
propriately, it seems that we hardly ever fail to do so correctly. Recall also
that Carlson’s model is intended to dispel the belief that nature apprecia-
tion is relative. If appreciation is appropriate regardless of whether it is in-
formed by scientific knowledge or general knowledge and beliefs (whether
true or false) about nature, it is difficult to grasp the importance of scientific
knowledge in nature appreciation on the natural environment model.

Thus, Carlson is left with three choices. First, he might, as just discussed,
construe common sense/scientific knowledge rather broadly, thus being
able to accommodate Carroll’s model as an instance of his own. Carlson does
take this approach. In response to Carroll’s contention that the arousal model
is a legitimate mode of nature appreciation and therefore scientific knowl-
edge is unnecessary for appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature, Carlson
restates his position. According to his restatement, “appropriate aesthetic
appreciation of nature requires knowledge about nature and that the rel-
evant knowledge is paradigmatically provided by the natural sciences and
by their commonsense predecessors and analogues.”>* However, if that is
the case, then it is difficult to see what appreciation would count as inap-
propriate. After all, the inability of the object and landscape models to meet
the requirement that nature be appreciated as nature was said to be due to a
lack of a full understanding of the natural environment. If we are to count
commonsense predecessors and analogues as knowledge adequate to in-
form appropriate nature appreciation on the natural environment model,
Carlson must, at the very least, provide a way to discriminate between these
and those beliefs that do not measure up. For if all do, then the appreciation
Carlson describes seems unremarkable.

Second, Carlson might tighten the reigns and insist that the proper ap-
preciation of nature necessarily includes somewhat specialized and precise
knowledge of nature. Therefore, he can maintain that appreciation on the
arousal model is inappropriate. Doing so, however, will drastically limit the
scope of appropriate nature appreciation, for it is difficult to think of cases
that will then count as appropriate nature appreciation — at least as far as
natural environments go. The diversity of natural environments makes it
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extremely unlikely that any appreciator will get everything right in the pro-
cess of appreciation. Furthermore, if Carlson takes this route, he must then
provide evidence and an argument that the arousal model (and perhaps
others) sanctions inappropriate nature appreciation. The arguments he
wages against the object and landscape models, as we have seen, do not
accomplish this.

Finally, Carlson might admit that although his model does help us un-
derstand the appropriateness of one form of nature appreciation, it does not
exhaust the possibilities of such appreciation. Given that Carroll’s arousal
model does not err by treating nature as if it were art, it succeeds where
others fail. Therefore, without an argument to show the inappropriateness
of nature appreciation on the arousal model, it remains a viable alternative
to the natural environment model. This, I think, is Carlson’s best option for
several reasons. First, it allows Carlson to preserve the integrity of his model.
He need not weaken his account to include commonsense beliefs. Further-
more, not only does Carroll’s arousal model capture experiences with which
we are familiar, it also illustrates the possibility of aesthetically appreciating
an object with only very basic knowledge of it. This facet of Carroll’s ac-
count, accords with the common pre-theoretical conviction regarding the
role of knowledge and the possibility of appreciation by an uninformed ap-
preciator. That is, we are inclined to deny that extensive knowledge and/or
formal education are necessary for aesthetic appreciation. Carlson seems to
acknowledge the possibility that a naive appreciator can appreciate nature
aesthetically, but he might both acknowledge this and claim that his model
of nature appreciation does not admit of this possibility. In other words, the
best option available to Carlson is to admit that his model is not the only
model of appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature. He would thereby
recognize the arousal model as legitimate and allow for the possibility that
other — equally appropriate — models might be elucidated.

Carlson characterizes the difference between his and Carroll’s model as
one of emphasis. I agree, in spirit. As I have indicated, I do not think that
Carlson’s theory is best served by weakening his position to encompass
Carroll’s model. It seems to me that it is worth attempting to understand
what Carlson’s and Carroll’s models share. Both of these models advance
our understanding of nature appreciation and together they provide a more
complete picture of nature appreciation. Carlson’s and Carroll’s models of
nature appreciation approach the issue of appropriateness from different
angles. Carlson’s revisionist approach presents a model of nature apprecia-
tion with normative force: it seems that his goal, in large part, is to inform
us how best to appreciate nature. Carroll’s extensionist approach presents a
model of nature appreciation with descriptive accuracy: it seems that his
goal, in large part, is to help us understand the appropriateness of common
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modes of nature appreciation. In sum, Carlson’s model is instructive;
Carroll’s is empowering.

However, by emphasizing different aspects of nature appreciation — the
more and less familiar — neither the revisionist nor the extensionist ap-
proach can suffice in isolation. The revisionist model alone is farsighted:
telling us what we ought to do without taking into consideration what we
already comfortably do is excessively pedantic. On the other hand, the exten-
sionist approach alone is nearsighted: without an eye toward how to best
enrich and encourage the appreciation of nature, the extensionist approach
is unsatisfying. I propose that the best approach to a thorough understanding
of nature appreciation is had by joining these two approaches together. What
is most desirable is a revisionist-extensionist model of nature appreciation.”®
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