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INTRODUCTION

Art has become the magjor issue of aesthetic reflection during modernity, but 20™ century
philosophers have reintroduced nature in the centre of aesthetic reflection. The Anglo-Saxon
discourse on the aesthetic value of nature often neglects that aestheticaly experienced nature has
concurrently become afocus of contemporary German philosophers, as well. By taking about
the impact of aesthetic imagination on our ethica approach towards nature, | will attempt to
elaborate two major lines of thought of Martin Sed’s The Aesthetics of Nature?, published in
1991.

Why is aesthetic experience of nature important in our everyday lives? Thiswill be my main
question. After defining the meaning of 'imaginaion’ and 'aesthetic nature in the context of
Sed's thought, 1 will reflect on two aspects of this question.  Firdtly, | will focus on the function
of imagination within our aesthetic experience of nature. Secondly, | will expose some ethica
implications of the aesthetic gpproach to nature. My conclusion will emphasize the importance
of aesthetic imagination for our persona and collective behaviour towards nature.

Sedl's basic idea of ajunction between the aesthetic and the ethical approach towards nature

! This paper was presented at The Value of Aesthetic Experience graduate student conference at Senate
House, University of London, June 2004.
2 Martin Seel, Eine Asthetik der Natur (Frankfurt, Suhrkamp, 1991)
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is ample: we should take responghility for the existence of free nature, which is a condition for
the possibility of an aesthetic appreciation of nature which is part of what Sed cdls a good
individud life. Evenif | persondly agree with the mgor lines of Sedl’s position, I'm aware that
my trestment of his view may leed to difficultiesin severd contexts. In spite of criticizing Sed's
position, I'll Smply try to expose it. Neverthdess, | hope that my intervention will give us the

occasion for acritica discussion.

|. DEFINITIONS

| a What is imagination: The theoretical integration of emotions and sensations in aur
undergtanding of art, as well as nature finds its roots in the philosophica recognition of
imagination as an important faculty for understanding the human condition. It can be argued that
the early conception of imagination as a link between perception and redlity dates back to
Greek philosophers and in particular to Epicurus.  The concept of imagination has generaly
been used in two different ways. On one hand, imagination has been consdered as a vauable
tool for human reason (roductive imagination). On the other hand it has been related to
affective gates and in this sense it was described as a dangerous cause of falsehood and error
(reproductive imaginaion). This double-sided gpproach to imagination in Greek thought has
continued to preoccupy philosophers throughout hitory.

Recently, the French philosopher Christophe Bouriau has provided an insghtful introduction
on the subject. His description of fantasy brings us doser to understanding the meaning of the
term of imagination. According to him, the concept of fantasy is nowadays often related to
‘cgprice and is generdly used as a synonym for spiritud freedom and unpredictable origindity?.
Fantasy goes beyond conventions as well as any serious and monotonous aspects of life.

In opposgition to fantasy, imagination has the capacity to represent redity. Guided by
intelligence, imagindtion is a rdiable indrument in understanding the world.  According to the
Kantian conception of the Einbildungskraft', imagination implies intdlectud — and even

% Christophe Bouriau, Qu’ est-ce que | 'imagination? (Paris, Vrin, 2003).
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rationd — fertility that we do not find in fantasy. Imagination is the sarting point of maor
inventions in the development of human civilisation, while fantasy is connoted to be more private
and confidentia. In spite of this, imaginaion needs fantasy in order to be fertile.

Kant's distinction between productive and reproductive imagination gives us a good starting
point for understanding the difficulty of philosophica approaches towards imagination. If
imagination gives us something to 'seg, if it provides us with a 'menta image of an object that
we have perceived with our eyes, Kant cdls it 'reproductive imagination’. In this sense the
concept of imagination mainly relates to a visua approach to redity. Neverthdessimagination is
not restricted to the reproduction of visua perceptions. It can reproduce other sensual
experiences such as sounds or tactile perceptions. And more importantly, it can produce these
perceptions.  Certainly our productive imagination does not create the material aspect of the
perceptud world, but as fantasy it intervenes into the structures of the symbolic forms which
define our visions of the world®. In other words, imagination creates the form and the
arrangement of materid existence.

Before | begin to expose the specific importance of imagination for aesthetic experience in
the philosophy of Sed, | will try to define the second ngjor concept of my essay: aesthetic
nature.

| b. Aesthetic nature: The term 'nature€ can be applied to those forces controlling the
phenomena of the physicad world and the whole universe. But in using theterm, | havein mind a
particular aspect of nature: the one that appears in aesthetic experience. In the following | will
refer to this as "aesthetic nature. | will now give an initid definition of this term that will become
more precise when | reflect on the function of imagination in the aesthetic experiences of nature
and at. Martin Sedl characterizes aesthetic nature in three ways. Firsgtly, he stresses the
dynamic autonomy of nature. Secondly, Sedl explains that aesthetic nature must be available to
sense  perception. Ladly, aesthetic naure is pat of our lived experience
(‘Lebenswirklichkeit").

In order to fully understand the concept of aesthetic nature it is furthermore useful to

4 Erst Cassirer, Versuch iber den Menschen (Frankfurt, Fischer, 1990), 234-243.
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underline in which way its experience differs from the experience of aesthetic art. For this
reason | will give now alast — and very short definition - concerning the concept ‘aesthetic art'.

| c. Aesthetic art: What is aesthetic at? To undersanding what follows, it is useful to
remember that the concept of art has often been related to the Greek term of ‘techné. Within a
wide concept of art, we can distinguish — for example according to Kant — aesthetic art from
mechanica art. Mechanica art is characterized by its instrumenta approach to redity. We use
technica art to achieve definite gods. Plato uses the example of the fisherman practicing his art.
Aesthetic art on the contrary describes a process of crestive production that simulates aesthetic
experience; examples can be found in music, literature and sculpture. 1n the following | will use
the term ‘art’ when referring to aesthetic art. | will now address the second part of my essay,
which concerns the function of imagination in art and aesthetic nature.

[1. IMAGINATION AS A LINK BETWEEN NATURE AND ART

Sed dates that nature can gpeek to us on the condition that art provides it with linguistic
ills®.  In other words, he stresses that aesthetic gopreciation of nature is structured by the
aesthetic appreciation of art. Projecting artistic structures onto nature is possible because of
imagination, a main link between the two domains. Our imagination enables us to gppreciate
nature asif it wereart. Sed usesin this context the term "art of nature’ and cites a letter of the
romantic poet Heinrich von Kleist who writes to a friend about a sroll dong the river Rhine. In
the twilight he clams to have heard 'an entire concert in the breeze of the eastern wind with
various ingruments from a tender flute to a untamed violin'. Even if this ability exigts
independently from any physica event, aesthetic nature is not a pure product of fantasy.

A person that perceives nature in the light of art shoud be aware that his perception only
exigsin hisimagination. Still, the aesthetic value of nature depends on a credtive act, whichisin
some regards comparable to artistic creativity. In addition to its dependence on art, our

capacity to imagine aesthetic nature depends on existing forms of nature. In other words: if we

® Sed, 158.
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want to imagine aesthetic nature, existing nature has to help us. The crestive process that leads
us to perceive nature as if it were art arises on certain conditions that are not aways present.
For example we might find aesthetic nature only in a particular environment, in a certain climate
or a acertantime. Kleis might have perceived a different 'natura concert in the breeze' if he
had not strolled dong a quiet river but had instead walked dong the Irish coast during a storm.
Physica nature provides the space in which our imagination intervenes. Our imagination
projects the forms and possihilities of padt, present and future art into the existing nature. How
can we characterize the aesthetic appearance of nature?

Aesthetic nature results from a productive play between nature and artistic symbols. Nature
is aesthetic when it gives us the impresson that it improvises forms of art. The posshility of
aesthetic nature arises from our ability to project aesthetic gructures onto existing nature by
means of our imagination. On the one hand, we project our aesthetic appreciation into the
exiging nature. On the other hand, existing nature interprets forms of art. Sed describesthis by
asmple proposition: "We project, nature improvises.

The posshility to experience aesthetic nature depends on the existence of what Sed cals
free exising naturé, nature determined by circumstances outside of human intruson. Sed
determines the degree of freedom of a given naturd phenomenon according to the leve of
dependence on human interference. In a grict sense, free nature as well as nature entirdy
determined by human activity only exigts in the imaginaion. The nature onto which we project
our imaginations is ore that has been partially formed by human beings. Entirely free or
determined nature would leave no space for human beings to ke the distance from it that
would dlow aesthetic experience. In this sense nature in an English garden might be cdled
‘freer’ than it would be in a French one. However, the aesthetic value of nature does not
depend on the degree of freedom but on our ability to acknowledge its freedom. Therefore the
potentid freedom of exising nature is a condition for the imaginative congruction of aesthetic
nature.

In free exigting nature we can find a potency of art that we can't find in art itsdf. By
reflecting on art, nature gives us a vison of imaginative cregtivity that cannot be reduced to
atidic cregtivity. Even if aesthetic nature is perceived with the same attitude as awork of art, it
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is not a work of art. Hence, aesthetic nature is not a smple reproduction of art. Our
imagination provides nature with a language that we learn though an aesthetic experience of art,
but nature does not smply repesat what art could have taught us.

Aesthetic nature gives us the possibility to enjoy apicture of a part of the world not only as
areflection but dso as a part of the world. Being part of human life, the art of nature gives us
an imagined encounter with an imaginary life. Our imagination brings in coexigtence the world of
our every day life and the artistic presentation of a different world. Everything that artidtic
imagination can produce is founded on the structure of natura causdlity. In nature, art
surprisingly attains a degree of imaginative freedom, which it does not atain without being
projected onto nature. This propogtion leads me to my find point, the ethicd implications of

our aesthetic experience of nature.

[11. ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF AESTHETICALLY EXPERIENCED NATURE

Nature and art have been liberated — at least Snce the beginning of modernity — from links to
a pre-established existence. That is to say, that nature and art represent their own structures.
Even if the autonomic destiny of aesthetic nature cannot be separated from the autonomic
destiny of aesthetic art, their detinies are different. It is not coherent to give an absolute
privilege to one of these detinies. The difference between art and nature might be an artidic
invention itself, but sSnce the concept of nature exidts, it preserves its aesthetic independence.
But if we condder the autonomy of art as a given fact, how can the aesthetic appreciation of
nature be linked to ethical or even mora norms?

Sed’s reflections on this question diverge from an ethic of 'right' behaviour in Kantian terms,
settling for an ethic of 'good life (‘gutes Leben’) © or more precisdly the structure of satisfying
'successful existence (‘gelingende Existenz) in the sense of Greek mord thought. | will usethe
concept 'ethicd’ to describe a structure that favours satisfying ways of living, which might

nevertheless lead to 'right' norms of socia behaviour. How can we show that an inter-

® Sedl, 289f.
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subjective ethical vaue residesin our appreciation of aesthetic nature?

In the firgt place we should be reminded that many attempts have been made to establish an
account of the interdependence or, in some cases, the unity between ethica and aesthetic
reflection. Sed, however, argues againg this generd gpproach (of unifying the aesthetic and the
ethicdl) by digtinguishing a 'rich’ and a'humble' concept of good life (‘reicher und bescheidener
Begriff guten Lebens)’. The rich concept of good life implies an aesthetic dimension of life
whereas a humble concept does not. This does not mean that only the aesthetic approach
towards life can be good; aesthetic experience can inform and enrich good life. The aesthetic
experience of nature is an encounter with aform of good life and for this reason it can provoke
grong ethical experiences. If aesthetic nature helps us to live in a redlity that leaves room for
intengfied sensation, diversfied perception and distance from the limitations of our everyday life,
it certainly has an importance for the concept of ethicaly good life. Sed distinguishes three
contexts in which aesthetic experience intervenes in ethicd human exisgence. Firdly, it benefits
our involvement with inter- subjective forms of good life. Secondly, it enables us to gain critica
distance from our life. Lastly, it opens prospects to other possible ways of living. The link
between aesthetic and ethical values leads me now to my concluson on the ethica impact of

aesthetic experience on amord atitude towards nature.

CONCLUSION

Even if the aesthetic autonomy of nature can be consdered as an irreversible fact, the
physica nature onto which we can project aesthetic nature is not indestructible.  According to
Sedl, 'technicd at' has the capacity to either destroy or develop freedom of physica nature.
Technica art intervenes in the structura development of nature and therefore is characterized —
at least to some extent — by the attempt to control nature. On the contrary the approach of
aesthetic art towards nature depends — as | have pointed out — on the existence of a 'free
nature. Aesthetic nature enables us to imagine variaions of redity. Sed puts it this way:

7 Sed, 331
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imagination can create 'space within space’ and ‘time within time' when it's projected onto
nature. Aesthetic nature stimulates reflection and therefore facilitates the search for a satisfying
life

Thisexplains the ethica value of aesthetic nature for individud everyday life. The existence
of physca nature is a necessary condition for the possbility of aesthetic nature, which is itsdlf
vital for a rich' life. The junction of the ethicd and the aesthetic leads Sed to the mora
propogition that the conservation of free nature is a Sgn of respect for individua exisence. It
followsthat the ethica vaue of aesthetic nature derives from a persond interest. This persona
interest relates to the mord demand for respect toward ways of life that are advantageous for
every human being. If we want to satisfy the demand of individua freedom and satisfaction, the
defence of nature appears as asocia and political necessity.

Reflection on aesthetic nature leads to evauative and universad norms for human behaviour.
What makes these norms specific is that the aesthetic approach towards rature is not
ingrumental. This goproach can provide us with sensations that we would not have, if we were
only to look upon nature as a socid, scientific, or mythical object. Of course this does not mean
that mora congderations concerning nature aways depend on aesthetic experience. Aesthetic
nature is not the only nature of vdue. Mord norms for human behaviour towards reture can
aso be founded on ecologica, economica, medica, historica or other reflections.  Still,
aesthetic considerations are a useful addition to these approaches. They are particularly helpful
in extending the limits of our imagination when feding the emotiona impact of nature on our life.



