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ENVIRONMENTAL AESTHETICS

Why have our public environments become ugly wastelands or banal blandscapes? How important is an aesthetically pleasing public environment to personal well-being?

Environmental Aesthetics explores the contributions made by a wide variety of disciplines to the conceptualization, conservation and design of environmental beauty in cities, rural areas and wilderness in the Western world. The book traces the history of aesthetic thought and practice, examining basic aesthetic concepts and the resultant implementation of aesthetic policy in the landscape. Discussing the psychology of human-environment relations and the influences of literary, legal and artistic activism, the author concludes with an analysis of the essential roles of public policy and planning.

This is the first comprehensive account of the new interdiscipline of environmental aesthetics. Unique in scope, the book dovetails concepts, methods and practice from disciplines as varied as architecture, art history, biology, environmental studies, forestry, geography, landscape design, law, literature, philosophy, psychology and urban planning. Equally at home with landscape art, psychological experiments, policy making and planning, the author brings us a step closer to understanding how our experience of city and country life can and should be improved.
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Preface


Beauty is truth, truth beauty: that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

John Keats



I

Keats exaggerates. So does Proust when he tells us that the only paradises are those we have lost. Yet from such ideas we may generate myths to live by, which is the essence of both religion and humanism.

The world may indeed be lost, but it is not well lost. We may be enjoying the last act of a piece of tragic theatre. Aristotle explains that a tragedy begins with an overweening, aggressive act on the part of some hero, which angers the gods or disturbs the balance of nature. The restoration of order after such hubris is called nemesis, and involves catastrophe for the hero. The assault on nature, and thus on our own nature, by our urban-industrial culture may be just such a tragedy, and there is already overwhelming evidence that if the world ends, it will not be with nuclear war (Eliot’s bang) but with the long-drawn-out whimper of ecocatastrophe.

But this seems too biblical a narrative, moving inexorably from creation to apocalypse. Surely something can be done to arrest this progress? Long ago, we would have awaited a deus ex machina, a god descending from the heavens to save us. Even postmodern theology, however, agrees with radical humanism that there remains only the existentialist answer: we have to save ourselves from an impending world-destruction which we ourselves have set in train.

How can this be done? Clearly, by coming to our senses and by first rejecting the absurd myths that the twentieth-century industrial world has lived by and tried to foist on everyone else: the primacy of economics; the inevitability of progress defined as more; the value of action over reflection; the importance of materialism; and the patently ridiculous belief that happiness derives from having rather than from being.

These traits are deeply embedded in the dominant cultures of the northern hemisphere. They will be rooted out not by fiat, by laws promulgated from top down for the better regulation of society, but by the autonomous actions of millions of individuals who experience personal revelation, make a conscious turn, and deliberately change their lives from materialism to spirituality, from passiveness to creativity, from having to being.


II

What has all this to do with environmental aesthetics? First, neither Capitalist nor Communist myth-makers ever devoted much serious attention to what the world would be like after their particular ideology had triumphed. Like the heaven of some biblical religion, no doubt all would be sweetness and light. Meanwhile, it was paradise postponed as each ideology grappled with its contradictions and declared that the duty of the masses was not to reason why but to continue the struggle toward a future era of peace and plenitude. In much the same way we shortchange our children by forcing upon them a curriculum crammed with short-term, ‘useful’ subjects, while neglecting the fact that a sense of personal worth often derives not from what society has learned to call ‘success’, but from the satisfactions of relationships and of creativity in art, music, and literature. When all the world’s problems are on their way to being solved (and, let’s face it, many politicians, business people, and scientists devoutly fear such a consummation) art, literature, and music will be all we have left with which to occupy ourselves.

So why not, as part of our personal turn toward creativity and being, engage with aesthetics now? And as the environment is clearly in danger unless we change our lives of endless having, the development of a better appreciation of environmental aesthetics is one step toward the restoration of world-order and earth-order. Technological lunacies from Chernobyl to Exxon Valdez have caused the public to question the assurances of their politico-economic leaders that profits and ‘progress’ matter more than environmental integrity. Such integrity has a strong aesthetic component; man-made environmental disasters are both dangerous and ugly. And when ugly begins to mean dangerous, there is an increased likelihood that the quest for beauty may form part of the spearhead of the quest to restore a sound ecological world-order.


III

If aesthetics is so important, and apparently so inextricably linked with ethics, why has the subject, nay even the very word ‘aesthetics’, been so lamentably neglected in twentieth-century industrial culture? In the Marxist world, aesthetics clearly had to serve ideology directly. The Western world, led first by Victorian Britain and then by an unreflecting, triumphalist United States, readily took to heart Thomas Jefferson’s dictum that we should embrace the practical arts before the so-called decorative ones. This is profoundly false advice based on a foolish distinction which, in earlier times and in many existing Third World cultures, simply cannot be made. Industrial society is nothing if not fragmented; holistic visions are difficult for us.

Aesthetics, therefore, apparently concerned only with surface appearances, has clearly been deemed to be of little importance in comparison with the business of making a living which, as we are beginning to realize, so often means making a killing. Thus aesthetics was relegated to a very minor position in the urban-industrial pantheon. It could contribute little to material ‘progress’, a myth which Northrop Frye calls a secular parody of the biblical promises of life hereafter.

Consequently, aesthetic issues have been important only to a tiny minority of the population, whether artists, intellectuals, or the very rich whose contribution often seems restricted to the turning of works of art into mere commodities. (For the masses, natural or historic beauties have long been commercialized.) Aesthetics, then, was accused of elitism and was associated with capital-c Culture, or even Kultur, which in the societies we choose to call democracies has been under a cloud for over half a century. Aesthetics, as a word in common usage, has been neglected even longer, having come into undeserved disrepute in the 1890s with the public humiliation of the ‘aesthete’ Oscar Wilde for homosexual practices.

Since that time an interest in aesthetics has been firmly associated with the epicene, effeminate, and effete, especially in men. We still live in a patriarchal society, and macho values prevail. Men must not seem to be sensitive; they can safely cultivate an eye for flowers only when they retire and thus become socially and symbolically unsexed. Even the word beauty, along with its partners, culture and aesthetics, went out of fashion except in highly political situations such as ‘beauty contests’, whose contestants until recently had to be healthy, slim, young, white females. And in the 1960s began a veritable cult of ugliness, symbolized perhaps by a close-up of the incomparable face of Mick Jagger sounding its barbaric yawp across the world.


IV

Nowhere is the cult of ugliness so obvious as in the United States, a most disquieting notion for those who are not wholly enamoured of that country’s claim to represent civilization, be the custodian of Western values, and possess the right to make over the world-order in its own image:


Here is something that the psychologists have so far neglected: the love of ugliness for its own sake, the lust to make the world intolerable. Its habitat is the United States. Out of the melting pot emerges a race that hates beauty as it hates truth.


Thus H. L. Mencken in 1927, and a host of environmental commentators since.

Yet all this is now over. Even the American public now suspects military-industrial-political talk of progress. We suspect science and technology of being inhumane. We suspect that a better world might well be made when ethics, aesthetics, and survival are linked together. Ugly is no longer cool.

Sensitivity among males is now countenanced; William James’s tender-minded now share the stage with the tough-minded, and may usurp them. Feminism uproots centuries-old myths and promotes the earth, once again, as mother. State capitalism has collapsed; there is even hope that Western capitalism might be humanized. The two former world-systems are at last beginning to realize that they have in common an urgent need to cooperate in the preservation and promotion of an ecologically-sound earth-system where the ugly and dangerous are eliminated in favour of the beauty of a harmoniously-functioning earth supporting the creativity of individuals.


V

At the end of the twentieth century, mirabile dictu, we have restored to ourselves the right to have vision. As more individuals come to discard their old values, their endless progress towards more, an ethic of environmental humility will join with an aesthetics of environmental harmony as a central focus in our lives. This book is written in the context of such a vision. In the words of the psalmist:


Earth might be fair

And all men glad and wise.




1 Introduction
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Coastal forest, BC

Glory be to God for dappled things –

For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;

For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;

Fresh fire-coal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;

Landscape plotted and pieced …

Gerard Manley Hopkins


The initial goal of this book is to further the development of a new interdiscipline, Environmental Aesthetics, which is as yet in its infancy. To that end, I provide an overview of a wide array of very disparate literatures, from architecture to forestry and tourism, from art through biology to urban planning, all of which contribute conceptually, theoretically or empirically to the nascent interdiscipline. An overview, however, is not enough. Accordingly, I also develop below a typological framework which clusters the many relevant disciplines, emphasizes linkages between them, and relates work in the humanities and sciences to public activities and professional planning. Furthermore, this theoretical framework acts as a kind of hypothesis, for it suggests the necessity for a free flow of information and ideas between the Humanists, Experimentalists, Activists and Planners who make up the four chief approaches to Environmental Aesthetics, and asks what impediments lie in the way of this intercommunication. Unimpeded interaction between the four groups is, I believe, a prerequisite for my final goal, which is to make some small contribution towards the creation of a more aesthetically pleasing world.

At this early stage the reader should note that the material I discuss is largely derived from literature in English, although some French and German work has also been used. Consequently, the book will concentrate almost wholly on Western approaches to Environmental Aesthetics.

To grasp the nature and context of Environmental Aesthetics at the turn of the twentieth century, it is first necessary to understand that the aesthetics of environment is generally judged to be of far less importance in the public domain than other issues such as standard of living; yet personal aesthetics is of great moment to the individual (Chapter 1.1). This initial section continues with a comparative survey of several recent suggestions on how best to organize the new interdiscipline. The structure chosen is characterized by a reasonable balance between the qualitative and the quantitative, the theoretical and the applied, and provides the organizational plan for the rest of the book.

The chapter then examines three contextual issues. A short history of the development of aesthetics as a discipline from medieval to modern times (1.2) includes a discussion of basic aesthetic concepts. This is followed by a discussion of two major theories of the origins of the aesthetic impulse (1.3). Finally, a necessary survey of the major sensory modalities (vision, sound, smell, tactility) through which we monitor environment is provided (1.4). All this introductory material sets the stage for the four interrelated chapters (2-5) which make up the bulk of this book.


1.1 Environmental Aesthetics

Considered in terms of private satisfactions, aesthetics is clearly of vital importance to the human sense of well-being. Industries catering to aesthetic satisfactions derivable from dwellings, pets, cars and body grooming, for example, are thriving economic enterprises.

North Americans in particular are willing to spend a considerable proportion of their disposable incomes on body, hair, and clothing fashions and grooming. The jogging craze and the growing rash of fitness centres exemplify a ‘body beautiful’ aesthetic as well as an ethic of preventive medicine. Tanning and tattooing parlours as well as ‘colour draping’ and ‘aesthetics studios’ exemplify a growing awareness of body image in an age in which cultural literacy appears to be in decline (Hirsch 1987). And with the development of fashion, tattooing and cosmetics, the body becomes a landscape to be adorned and enhanced. Paradoxically, there is concurrently a strong concern for scrubbing the body clean, and cleanliness is still next to what today passes for godliness. In our drive to eliminate bodily odours, in particular, we betray considerable ignorance of history (in which almost everyone stank), of the aesthetic sensibilities of other cultures, in which body smells are often important referents, and of the sensory pleasures to be obtained from these intimate body odours.

Why this frenzy of activity? In large part because our culture has developed an exaggerated respect for packaging, for shadow rather than substance, and is willing to reward its citizens for their personal appearance alone; this is not new, for Aristotle made the same observation. As Ackerman (1990: 271) reports:


The sad truth is that attractive people do better in school, where they receive more help, better grades, and less punishment; at work, where they are rewarded with higher pay, more prestigious jobs, and faster promotions; in finding mates, where they tend to be in control of the relationship and make most of the decisions; and among total strangers, who assume them to be interesting, honest, virtuous, and successful. After all, in fairy tales, the first stories most of us hear, the heroes are handsome, the heroines are beautiful, and the wicked sots are ugly. Children learn implicitly that good people are beautiful and bad people are ugly, and society restates that message in many subtle ways as they grow older.


In particular, advertising creates ideal body-images which the majority of the population cannot attain, but somehow feel they should. They then fall prey to reduced self-esteem and into the traps of the sharks and vultures who purvey self-help books, diet programmes, cosmetic surgery, slenderizing systems, and a host of other lost causes which together make up a multibillion dollar industry based wholly on a false and historically extremely recent body aesthetic.

Small, ugly, bald, lame presidents of the United States were not wholly absent before John F. Kennedy and the mass television culture. To elect one now, or a Rubenesque female perhaps, would be difficult. It is significant that whereas women, visible minorities, and the handicapped have made great strides in self-emancipation and therefore in self-esteem, protest movements by the ‘fat’ and the ‘ugly’ have been limited and mostly unsuccessful. Female, black, or deaf are obviously physical characteristics, difficult to alter; fat and ugly are value judgements, like ‘weed’. Social reality is an agreed-upon fiction which works to the benefit of an aesthetically-attractive minority.

Our houses, too, are like our bodies the shrines of aesthetic concern and care. All houses could well be painted black or white externally. Gardens and lawns could be ignored or eliminated, to the chagrin of numerous popular magazines of the ‘homes and gardens’ variety. Interior decoration and visual display do not necessarily have to be prominent social concerns. Only in a culture which has fetishized scenic views will hilltop sites and the upper floors of apartment towers fetch the highest prices. (Before the elevator, of course, it was the urban poor who had to trudge upstairs to tiny garrets while the rich enjoyed all the advantages of spacious apartments at ground level.)

In our dwellings we are wont to keep pets. One of the reasons for this activity is the aesthetic satisfactions gained thereby. Beyond the visual, cats are often valued for their tactility, dogs for kinaesthetic sensations. Human babies may be treated in this way (‘isn’t she lovely …?’), as are cars.


The public context

When we move from the private to the public domain, however, too often we find that aesthetic concerns quickly drop to a level of marginal interest. ‘In the play of forces that govern the world’ says Tuan (1994), ‘aesthetic … ideas rarely have a major role.’ Private affluence amid public squalor is a fact of life in the US and Britain and if, as Pawley (1974) suggests, we face an increasingly ‘private future’, the entrenchment of this attitude in actual landscape seems inevitable. Even in terms of current environmental problems, aesthetic issues are of low priority, and are frequently considered a mere luxury in comparison with pressing ecological concerns. This is especially so in the US, where the overwhelming thrust has been to obey the Jeffersonian imperative to embrace first the ‘practical arts’, and only later the ‘decorative’ ones. In Lynch’s (1976) words, ‘Esthetics is often considered a kind of froth, difficult to analyze, easy to blow away.’ One crass US senator was wont to speak of ‘ass-thetics.’

Why this neglect? Figure 1.1 suggests that increasingly affluent Westerners pursue a personal, family, or intergenerational progression from overwhelming concern with ‘standard of living’ through later concern for ‘quality of environment’ and, finally, ‘quality of life’. This progression has a number of salient characteristics. First, it is a movement from ‘having’ (the accumulation of tangible things, often paradoxically resulting in an impoverished life involving large doses of low-grade electronic pleasure) to ‘being’, where the quantitative assembling of owned objects gives way to the more sophisticated, qualitative, enjoyment of aesthetic intangibles (artwork, cleanish air, wilderness experiences, the pleasures of creativity).
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Figure 1.1 From standard of living, through quality of environment, to quality of life
Second, it is clear that there is a strong class component in this progression. Aristocratic and bourgeois elites, taking standard of living and quality of environment for granted, have long concerned themselves with quality of life. With the general embourgeoisement of Western populations in the twentieth century, elitist aesthetic and lifestyle patterns have trickled down the social hierarchy to be emulated, in a more modest fashion, by an increasingly larger segment of the population. Thus what were once eighteenth-century aristocratic tastes for smooth lawns and adorned private carriages have become the commoner’s Sunday morning burdens of cutting the lawn and washing the car.

At the turn of the millennium it is probably safe to say that the masses of the Western world are emerging from concerns with standard of living to confront both global and private issues of environmental quality. In the twenty-first century, perhaps, with ecological, economic, and military problems on their way to being solved, we may well be able to concentrate upon quality of life while at the same time assisting Third World peoples to achieve decent standards of living in environments of acceptable quality.

A third feature of the concept is its broad similarity to the well-known hierarchy of needs propounded over a generation ago by the humanistic psychologist Maslow (1954). Figure 1.2 suggests a framework of human needs which form an ascending hierarchy from the immediate and basic to the ultimate and sophisticated. Clearly, we must first satisfy physiological needs, such as those for food, water, and shelter, before dealing with safety needs, which include protection from physical harm, the maintenance of privacy, and the opportunity to reduce psychic threats from others.

[image: ]
Figure 1.2 A hierarchy of needs (after Maslow 1954)
Beyond this first pair of bodily needs lies a second pair of social needs. Affiliation needs include the need for group membership, and thus involve friendship, love, and family. Given these, we are more easily able to pursue our esteem needs, which relate to personal integrity via both self-evaluation and the perceived esteem of others for oneself.

Towards the top of the hierarchy we encounter actualization needs, or the need for self-fulfilment according to one’s capacities. And on achieving the very peak of the pyramid, all other needs satisfied, we may be able to indulge our cognitive and aesthetic needs, which involve our enjoyment of learning and our personal concepts of beauty.

Maslow’s expressed goal was to facilitate the movement of both individual and society up the hierarchy toward the peaks of creative fulfilment. An analysis of the ‘self-help’ genre of books, avidly purchased by the middle classes of North America, indeed suggests that the lower two levels of the hierarchy, which we may label ‘consumerism’ in this context, are not problematic for the majority. The bulk of self-help books focus upon the middle tier in their emphasis on family, social, sexual, and organizational relationships. By the 1990s, however, a considerable salient had been created in the third tier with the rapid growth in numbers of bestsellers dealing with a wide variety of aspects of creativity and spirituality.

It is at this level that we are able to situate aesthetics in the context of other critically-important intangibles (Porteous 1993). Figure 1.3 centres upon the notion of being-in-the-world, whose centrality depends upon the four somewhat Jungian supports of thought (mind), feeling (heart), intuition (soul) and sensation (the gates of the body). Sensation relates directly to aesthetics, traditionally concerned chiefly with surface appearance rather than meaning. Meaning, however, is paramount in the other areas. Intuition leads us to spirituality or metaphysics, which in environmental terms may be expressed in peak experiences, epiphanies, or ‘oceanic’ feelings generated by landscape experiences. Feeling may involve attachment (or its opposite), and thus sense of place and perhaps a deep love for particular places. Finally, thought leads us toward ethics, whereby we consider environments in terms of moral good.
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Figure 1.3 Intangible relationships with environment
To illustrate this schema I will take the example of southern Moresby Island in the Queen Charlotte archipelago off the northern British Columbia coast immediately south of Alaska. One’s aesthetic sensibilities are immediately aroused by the island’s lush but severe landscapes composed chiefly of forested mountains and wooded inlets. Aesthetically, here we have an opportunity to enjoy nature through all our senses. Spiritual intuition tells us that this is a sacred space (Graber 1976), a now-uninhabited morsel of almost pristine wilderness. Our ethical sense draws support from ecological, aesthetic, and heritage values in a drive to have the area designated as a national park (partially successful in the 1980s). Meanwhile, to the Haida nation, which once inhabited the now-lonely inlets where skewed totems and mossed longhouses moulder, the area is ancestrally sacred; the Haida are attached to this land by deeply-felt ties.

South Moresby, of course, was fought over by preservationists and logging companies, with several levels of government as participants and arbiters. Here we learn the valuable lesson that the aesthetics of landscape must not only be considered in the context of place, ethics, and spirituality (loosely, ‘meaning’) but is also inevitably embedded in a social, economic, and political matrix.

In terms of political economy, however, aesthetics still lags behind utilitarian, instrumental, and ecological concerns. Nevertheless, by the late 1980s the growth of the tourist industry had led British Columbian leaders, in common with politicians the world over, to reconsider landscapes as revenue-generators in their own right. The rights of logging and mining companies may therefore, in the future, be curtailed in favour of the maintenance of a landscape which retains the capacity to promote aesthetic pleasure. Such rethinking, however, is likely at first to be directed only to a few highly-visible areas. We are a long way from an ideal situation where aesthetics might be given equal consideration with economics or politics (Levy-Leboyer 1977).

In this connection, a statement by Prall (1929: 1) sardonically voiced nearly three generations ago, provides a fitting final commentary on my attempt to situate environmental aesthetics in its societal context at the turn of the twentieth century:


When all the places in the world are … immediately to be reached by light-wave transportation or perfected instruments of distance vision; when all the problems connected with having the fare to pay for these instantaneous journeys are completely solved; when there are no more wars or national rivalries or passports or customs regulations to complicate the overcoming of natural barriers by the raising of artificial ones; when men have full knowledge of their bodily mechanisms and their health … and when … they shall have found out how to live together in society – when all this is accomplished, if we are not to sit down and wish for the return of our practical difficulties to give us occupation or for death to relieve our boredom, aesthetic matters will have to be taken seriously.



Structuring Environmental Aesthetics

Having situated Environmental Aesthetics sociopolitically, I move on to disciplinary structuration. The search for order is a vital human concern. Order in the field of environmental aesthetics is especially necessary because of the rampant growth of empirical research in the area since the 1960s, a growth poised uncertainly atop an almost total theoretical vacuum. Moreover, the increasingly wide scope of both research and practice, and lack of sufficient bonds between the two, demand some attempt to provide at least a workable framework for the field.

Few significant attempts had been made prior to the 1980s. Chalmers (1978) proposed a pioneering research typology which made tentative but unclear distinctions between basic and applied research and the use of quantitative and non-quantitative methods. Quantitative approaches included both psychological work on aesthetic response and the environmental determinants of this response (Chalmers’ ‘aesthetic appreciation’ category) and ‘aesthetic preference’ studies in which respondent preference is the yardstick, but again environmental variables, rather than personal ones, are the most tested. Non-quantitative methods included work on ‘innate attachment’ and ‘history, literature, and art’, which involved the mining of secondary sources. Chalmers himself questions his distinction between aesthetic appreciation and preference, and generally the attempt was seen as pioneering but unsatisfactory.

Other partial and unsatisfactory attempts to structure environmental aesthetics appeared in the early 1990s. Tuan (1993) does not really provide a structure; as usual, his work is idiosyncratic. Berleant (1992) is similarly wide-ranging, philosophical, and understructured. Bourassa’s (1991) work is structured too simply into biological, cultural, and personal units (see also Bailly, Raffestan and Raymond 1980). Nasar (1988), similarly tripartite, has sections logically arranged in terms of theory, research, and applications. None of these provides a structure which is comprehensive and coherent; fortunately, several more useful structuration attempts appeared in the interval.

In the early 1980s I noted that ‘a synthesis of current empirical work in environmental aesthetics is long overdue’ (Porteous 1982: 53). And in an astounding example of synchronicity, no fewer than three independent proposals for the categorization of the new interdiscipline appeared in 1982. Punter (1982), taking a philosophical approach, identified three major paradigms and suggested a materialist perspective. Zube, Sell and Taylor (1982), taking a theoretical approach based on rigorous quantitative analysis of the available literature, proposed four paradigms and created a model of ‘landscape perception’. Taking a more problem-oriented approach, I also proposed four paradigms and outlined their interaction in terms of theory generation and application.


Punter's ‘Landscape Aesthetics'

While acknowledging that the area is difficult to categorize, Punter states that ‘three interdisciplinary perspectives or paradigms are immediately apparent’ (p. 102).

The first, landscape perception, focuses upon the mechanics of how we perceive landscape and upon the links between perception, comprehension, preference and action. Although a great deal of work has been done on the perception, cognition, evaluation, and assessment of environmental qualities, this research cannot stand alone because it tends to ignore the meaning of the landscape for the observer. Meaning is paramount in the second paradigm, landscape appreciation, which deals, rather qualitatively, with landscape as an expression of cultures, lifestyles, and values. The third paradigm, known as the landscape or visual quality approach, is an explicitly aesthetic approach which deals with formal sensory-aesthetic qualities, particularly in town-scape, and has direct application in urban planning.

Perhaps because of this rather urbanist bias, Punter attempts to integrate these three threads via a materialist perspective, a kind of neo-Marxist aesthetic. He is particularly severe on both critics and academic humanists for their ‘privileged indifference’ and detachment. Very properly, he wishes to see informed landscape appreciation as an everyday experience for everyone, rather than chiefly for specially-educated critics. And in a very useful countering of traditionalist aesthetic orientations he proposes that a materialist aesthetics would probe beneath aesthetic surfaces to uncover the moral substrata and ethical implications lurking beneath surficial patinas. In this exhortation not to pity the plumage and forget the dying bird, Punter’s work complements that of Relph (1981) on the aesthetics and ethics of the North American fast food landscape.


Zube, Sell and Taylor's ‘Landscape Perception'

Zube and his colleagues were interested in discovering what kind of approaches had been used in ‘assessing perceived landscape values’. Twenty American, British and Canadian periodicals were reviewed for the period 1965–80, and 160 relevant articles found. Only articles which included a definite method for assessing landscape quality were included, a criterion which may have excluded a number of humanistic papers which displayed no explicit methods or assessment techniques. Four major paradigms emerged from this process.

At one extreme, the expert paradigm involves the evaluation of landscape quality by skilled, trained observers. Skills are derived from practical training in art, design, or resource management, and aesthetic values are implicit rather than explicit. This approach implies that ‘wise resource management techniques may be assumed to have intrinsic [positive] aesthetic effects’. At the opposite extreme lies the experiential approach, which considers landscape values to be based on experience of human-landscape interaction, where both are continually shaped and reshaped by the interactive process. This paradigm concentrates heavily on sociocultural, historic, and individual experience. Unlike the expert approach, where the expert is a detached observer with purely utilitarian goals, here the observer becomes a subjective, active, participant.

The role of observer is dominant again in two rather more psychologically-oriented paradigms, the psychophysical and the cognitive. Like the expert approach, the psychophysical is much concerned with the evaluation of landscape quality for planning purposes. Here, however, expertise is eschewed in favour of batteries of tests which monitor the landscape evaluations of the general public. Here the observer becomes respondent, and external landscape properties are assumed to have a correlational or even stimulus-response relationship with observer evaluations and behaviour. The cognitive psychological approach, in contrast, is more oriented toward basic research. Often an experimental approach, it is much concerned with the sociocultural properties of the observer, who is seen as an information processor. The search for the human meaning assigned to landscapes or landscape properties is a major concern.

Zube et al. also discuss some of the similarities, differences and linkages between the four paradigms. For example, the expert and psychophysical approaches stress applicability, while the expert and cognitive approaches have similar views on the importance of certain compositional characteristics of landscape, such as edges, mystery, and complexity. A major interest in the meaning of landscapes and of human-landscape interactions is common to both the cognitive and experiential approaches. As the authors note, there are many other areas of similarity and connection.

Finally, in what appears to be an extension of Zube et al.’s work, Daniel and Vining (1983) propose a very similar methodological typology, varying mainly in the dichotomization of Zube et al.’s expert paradigm into formal (landscape architecture) and ecological (biological) approaches.


Porteous's ‘Environmental Aesthetics'

Unlike the Zube et al. approach, which is based on a rigorous impersonal analysis of a sample of the available literature, my own schema (Porteous 1982) emerged from the combination of extensive personal reading and intuition. Published in the Journal of Environmental Psychology in 1982, its logic derives not simply from the literature itself, but from the goals that modern scientists publicly espouse.

Two major philosophical goals have emerged in the social sciences during the last generation. One is the quest for rigour, whereby many social scientists have attempted to emulate as closely as possible their colleagues in the physical sciences (the ‘physics envy’ model). Quantitative, behavioural approaches are indicated. The second is the quest for relevance, pursued with varying rigour by those concerned with applicability and policy-making. Rigour regardless of relevance was once pursued with vigour in universities. The 1970s and 1980s saw the ‘rush to relevance’ on the part of many academics. In the 1990s, standing a little apart from both fads, we may hope to achieve the goal of an earlier, prescient observer, ‘relevance with as much rigour as possible’ (Roepke 1977).

Using the two criteria of relevance and rigour as axes on a graph, four distinct but interconnected approaches to the investigation of environmental aesthetics may be discerned. Relevance, referring to the immediacy of the approach to the solving of current environmental problems, is clearly of great importance in view of the widespread belief that the aesthetic quality of environment is undergoing considerable decline through the multidimensional assaults of urban-industrial societies. Rigour, which refers to scientific theory-building and testing, is also regarded as vital by the growing number of environmental designers, managers, and policy-makers who look to social science for a conceptual and informational background to action.

Figure 1.4 situates the four paradigms both with respect to these two criteria and in relation to each other. They range from a humanist or purist, contemplative, approach which emphasizes the surficially unique while at the same time seeking universals intuitively, thus necessarily eschewing immediate relevance and scientific positivism, to the extremes of relevance characterized by environmental activists (‘act now!’) and the extreme rigour of experimentalist social scientists (‘before we can change the world we must first understand it’). Environmental planners (managers, designers, policymakers, etc.), who confront immediate issues and now usually have a fairly rigorous scientific or social scientific training, occupy an intermediate, central position. No group, as yet, has reached the extreme position of ‘high relevance with extreme rigour’. Although this may be a consummation devoutly to be wished, in practice it is likely to be difficult to attain.
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Figure 1.4 Structuring environmental aesthetics
It should be noted that the approaches are located on the diagram in rather extreme, and hence isolated, positions. As a corrective, it should be understood that these approaches are tendencies only; they are not hermetic compartments. Individuals working in the field of environmental aesthetics frequently stray across their very permeable boundaries, and these interdisciplinary trespassers are often those most able to illuminate the common problems that confront all groups. In other words, while the designation of four paradigms has a definite basis in the reality of the literature, it may well be regarded as a heuristic device for the reader’s better understanding of what should be a holistic interdiscipline. (We are all, to some extent, in academic ruts, but we should never forget that a rut is a grave with the ends kicked out.)


Comparison of schemata

As Table 1.1 suggests, there are extensive areas of agreement among the Punter, Zube and Porteous schemata. Although each schema was developed quite independently, using very different methods, the Zube et al. and Porteous frameworks bear a strong similarity. In contrast, other observers, whose work has not been directly concerned with creating a framework for environmental aesthetics, have tended to reiterate Chalmers’ threefold division into humanistic (‘qualitative’), scientific (‘quantitative’) and applied categories.


Table 1.1 A comparison of schemata


	Porteous (1982)
	Punter (1982)
	Zube et al. (1982)
	Chalmers (1978)



	
Humanists

	
landscape interpretation

	
experiential

	
history, literature and art/innate attachment



	
Experimentalists

	
landscape perception

	
cognitive/psychophysical

	
aesthetic appreciation/aesthetic preference



	
Activists

	
–

	
–

	
–



	
Planners

	
landscape quality

	
experts/psycho-physical

	
expertise/aesthetic preference



The chief problems with most of these categorizations are that they are static, apolitical and more concerned with the academic literature than with the attitudes of those who write it. They are static because, except for Zube et al., they pay little attention to interactions between paradigms. They are apolitical because, except for Punter, they fail to acknowledge that environmental aesthetics, as with any other aspect of modern life, has an important sociopolitical dimension. My own framework attempts to overcome these difficulties.

First, it postulates necessary and essential interconnections between the four paradigms. It assumes that no academic works in total isolation from those whose philosophical and methodological approaches markedly differ. It also suggests that there should be strong connections between academics (humanists and experimentalists) and both professionals (planners) and the public (activists). In other words, the schema has normative overtones.

The four approaches, in fact, far from being seen as antagonistic, competing, hermetic compartments, should be regarded as complementary. I postulate a continual flow and reflux of information and concepts between the paradigms. Ideally, the humanist group could be regarded as an important generator of basic concepts which experimentalists test and refine and which activists use to further their specific causes. All three might be expected to impact both directly and via each other on the planners, who evaluate these inputs before recommending or undertaking action in the public domain.

Second, my schema acknowledges the importance of the political. Indeed, it suggests that political aspects of environmental aesthetics are so important that they deserve their own place in the framework (activists) alongside the humanist, scientific, and applied paradigms. If aesthetic considerations are ever to be implemented in a concrete way in city, countryside and wilderness, the planners who perform this work must operate within a framework of legislation which in turn is often the end-product of lobbying and protest on the part of environmental activists.

Third, the schema is based not merely on the academic literature in environmental aesthetics, but on the attitudes and goals (rigour, relevance) of scientists, professionals, and the public as represented by activists. In this connection the literature on how scientists think about and practise their research is worth a brief excursus.

Humans are arrant compartmentalizers. There are two types of people: those who divide everything into two and those who don’t. Academia is rampant with this kind of thinking: Arts and Science; Natural Science and Social Science; Pure and Applied, and the like. This world-view often includes the tendency to believe that science is monolithic, that there is such a thing as ‘the scientific method’, and that hard, quantitative science is the acme of academic endeavour.

Nothing could be further from the truth. Enough studies and personal confessions have emerged by now to show that the tenor of an individual’s work is strongly influenced by upbringing, socialization, personality, and contingency. Numerous attempts have been made to produce typologies of scientists themselves, rather than of the literature they produce (although the one, of course, depends on the other).

Hudson (1966), for example, distinguishes between convergers (who have a penchant for the impersonal analysis of facts) and divergers (who are holistic generalists), while Maslow (1966) speaks of healthy, creative scientists as opposed to unhealthy, compulsive scientists, who are characterized by neurotic levels of precision, control, quantification, and proof. Other typologies (Mitroff and Kilmann 1978) suggest three or even four types of scientist, although even here the important contrast is between creative, speculative, integrative pattern-finders and ‘technicians’ who can neither recognize problems easily nor solve them without prompting. The difference is aptly illustrated in a passage from Canadian novelist Robertson Davies (1980: 182), where a diverger rebukes a converger:


You like the mind to be a neat machine, equipped to work efficiently, if narrowly, and with no extra bits or useless parts. I like the mind to be a dustbin of scraps of brilliant fabric, odd gems, worthless but fascinating curiosities, tinsel, quaint bits of carving, and a reasonable amount of healthy dirt. Shake the machine and it goes out of order; shake the dustbin and it adjusts itself beautifully to its new position.


One of the most interesting four-level typologies is that of Mitroff and Kilmann (1978). It derives from the work of Jung, who postulated a basic framework in which Thinking is opposed to Feeling, and Sensing to Intuition. According to Jung, individuals have a preference for taking in data via either Sensing (sense data) or Intuition (akin to imagination). Similarly, an individual may process information and make decisions via either Thinking (impersonal, formal and theoretical) or Feeling (using personal value judgements). Using this Jungian framework, Mitroff and Kilmann have created a fourfold typology of scientists: the Analytical Scientist (Sensing and Thinking); the Conceptual Theorist (Intuition and Thinking); the Conceptual Humanist (Intuition and Feeling); and the Particular Humanist (Sensing and Feeling).

Salient characteristics of the research approaches of these Mitrovian scientist-types are suggested in Table 1.2. The methods and goals of persons who typify these approaches to knowledge will clearly differ markedly. Currently, the Analytical Scientist occupies a privileged position, product of a major public relations effort over the last several centuries, which emphasizes the importance of precise, expert, exact, impersonal knowledge based on careful, controlled observation or experimentation. Both Conceptual Theorists and Conceptual Humanists are open to a much broader array of methods, the first with the goal of expanding and improving the world’s stock of conceptual schemata, the second with the goal of fostering human growth and development. Particular Humanists may reject normal scientific methods entirely in favour of literature, art, music or action as ways of knowing; their goal is to help individuals (or, in planning, particular places) towards self-knowledge and self-determination.


Table 1.2 A typology of scientists


	
Analytical Scientist

	
Conceptual Theorist

	
Conceptual Humanist

	
Particular Humanist




	
apolitical

	
apolitical

	
political

	
political



	
impersonal

	
impersonal

	
personal

	
personal



	
expert

	
generalist

	
generalist

	
localist



	
methodical

	
speculative

	
speculative

	
biased



	
logical

	
imaginative

	
imaginative

	
focused



	
specific

	
holistic

	
holistic

	
specific




Source: data derived from Mitroff and Kilmann (1978)

Although my Rigour-Relevance typology of environmental aesthetics was developed before I encountered the Mitroff and Kilmann schema, the two clearly enrich each other. Looking back at Figure 1.4, my Humanists are likely to be Conceptual Theorists and/or Conceptual Humanists, imaginative, speculative generalists with a holistic bent, capable of generating innovative concepts. These concepts may then be operationalized, tested and refined by the Experimentalists (Analytical Scientists). Once well known, the Humanists’ global concepts may be localized and given a particularistic problem orientation by Activists (Particular Humanists), who are unlikely to be scientists at all.

Here my schema departs significantly from that of Mitroff and Kilmann, which was concerned wholly with the orientations of academic scientists. In contrast, the Rigour-Relevance schema involves also the public (or at least those protestors, environmentalists, lobbyists and legislators who may be termed Activists) and professional planners. The latter group, who aim for high levels of both rigour and relevance, fall into none of the Mitrovian categories. Rather, the good planner feeds on information from all the other types and must therefore have considerable familiarity with each, while yet not identifying wholly with any. While conceptualists generate ideas, experimentalists test them, and activists rephrase them as specific problems, the planner is asked to provide solutions and oversee implementation, a delicate balancing act. Many planners are indeed trained as Analytical Scientists, but contact with reality, often in the shape of political and business pressures, generally leads to their abandonment of this position.

On a personal note, this book has been conceived by a Conceptual Theorist (Porteous 1982) who has had some training as an Analytical Scientist and has actively participated as a Particular Humanist (Porteous 1989). Towards the end of the final chapter, however, and in the Afterword, the book becomes rather more Conceptual Humanist in tone.

It is my opinion that the Rigour-Relevance schema remains as yet the most useful framework for understanding environmental aesthetics. Accordingly, its four approaches (Humanist, Experimentalist, Activist and Planner) are used as the means of structuring Chapter 2, Chapter 3, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 below. Before considering these approaches in detail, however, it is useful to outline the history of aesthetics, speculate on the origins of the aesthetic impulse, and discuss the nature of the senses.


1.2 A Short History of Aesthetics

The word ‘aesthetics’ derives from the Greek aisthanesthai, ‘to perceive’, and aistheta, ‘things perceptible’, as contrasted with things immaterial. Hence the Oxford English Dictionary is correct in defining aesthetics as ‘knowledge derived from the senses’. A related definition, that of the philosopher Kant, regards aesthetics as ‘the science of the conditions of sensuous perception’. This is too broad, for by the twentieth century the emphasis had moved from sense to sensibility with definitions such as ‘the apparent embodiment of emotion in art’, or the New English Dictionary’s ‘philosophy or theory of taste, or the perception of the beautiful in nature and art’.

Indeed, the notion of beauty seems deeply embedded in our conception of aesthetics. The question ‘what is beauty?’ has been at the centre of aesthetic theory since Classical Greece. Plato, for example, ruled that form, rather than content, made a work of art beautiful, and asserted that beauty was independent of truth or usefulness. His pupil Aristotle was convinced that the three essential components of beauty were wholeness (integras), harmony (consonantia) and radiance (claritas). The notions of balance, harmony, proportion, and order, and the concepts of the Golden Mean and ‘nothing in excess’ also emerged from this cultural source.

Medieval aesthetics, in contrast, was a branch of theology. Classical theories of beauty and art gave way to a conception of beauty as the radiance of truth (splendor veritatis) shining through the mundane artistic or natural symbol, and reflecting God. With the Renaissance, however, aesthetics was resurrected as one of the normative disciplines, namely ethics, logic, and aesthetics, or goodness, truth, and beauty, later to be confused by Keats’ ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’.

Modern aesthetics can be traced back only to the eighteenth century, when the word was reinvented by the philosopher Gottlieb Baumgarten (1714–62). Etymologically, as we have seen, aesthetics originally was ‘the study of perception’, but Baumgarten’s penchant for poetry and the arts in general led him to redefine the subject as ‘the theory of the liberal arts … the science of sensory cognition’. He took this line because of his belief that the perfection of sensory awareness could be found in the enhanced perception of beauty.

Contemporaneously, but without the use of Baumgarten’s neologism, the aesthetics of sensory beauty were being worked out in eighteenth-century England. This is the great watershed in the history of aesthetics; much of our aesthetic theory derives from this period and place. Britain at this time was deluged with treatises on the ‘laws’ of beauty, which were derived from Classical models and the Renaissance revival. These works often took the form of technical manuals on how to achieve beauty in the various art forms.

Theory was equally rampant. The first systematic statements came from Addison and Burke. Burke (1909, originally 1757) was one of the first thinkers after the Scientific Revolution to downplay reason and argument in favour of examining ‘the passions in our own breasts’. Addison (Green 1856)
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