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Abstract 
Berleant’s participation in my research program back in 2008 inspired his turn towards ecological aesthetics, which 

features four components in an order of environment, aesthetics, ecology, and experience. The special order has given rise 
to an “ecological environmental aesthetics”, which may be viewed as a restructuring of his established “environmental 
aesthetics” through an ecological prism. In contrast, my own eco-aesthetics may be defined as “aesthetics based on 
ecology,” whose distinctively three components follow the order of ecology, aesthetics, and environment. The underlying 

logic for the difference lies in two different philosophical positions, i.e., phenomenology and ecological realism. Hence this 
article may shed some light on the unresolved problem of the relationship between environmental aesthetics and ecological 
aesthetics by juxtaposing and comparing these two approaches.  
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1. Introduction 

Arnold Berleant enjoys a broad recognition for his pathbreaking work in environmental aesthetics, 

a relatively new sub-field of philosophical aesthetics in which many practitioners take him as a rep-

resentative figure of the so-called “non-cognitive views” in comparison with the “cognitive views” 

represented by Allen Carlson et al.1 During the past two decades, Berleant (and Carlson as well) has 

been keeping in close touch with  his Chinese counterparts and meanwhile playing a promotive role 

in the development of the emerging eco-aesthetics or ecological aesthetics there. His theoretical ex-

changes with and impact on Chinese eco-aesthetics have been succinctly summarized and com-

mented upon in a latest article by Cheng Xiangzhan.2 

But simply taking Berleant as an environmental aesthetician leaves much to be desired. With 

a more nuanced exploration into his involvement with Chinese eco-aesthetics, this article has re-

vealed on his part a gradual but steady progression from an environmental approach to an ecological 

approach to aesthetics. The pivotal point is his participation upon the invitation of Cheng Xiangzhan 

into the latter’s research program “Ecological Aesthetics in the West: Theory and Praxis” (funded by 

Chinese National Social Science Foundation, No. 08BZW013) in 2008. 3 His contribution to that 

program has been embodied by a chapter in the co-authored Ecological Aesthetics and Ecological 

Assessment and Planning in 2013 - “An Ecological Understanding of Environment and Ideas for an 

Ecological Aesthetics”.4  
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To illustrate the thesis abovementioned, this article will firstly reveal a long overlooked the-

oretical development on the part of Arnold Berleant from environmental aesthetics to ecological aes-

thetics. Then we will take a critical reflection on his stances concerning ecological aesthetics from 

the prism of Chinese eco-aesthetics developed in the past decade and best characterized as an aes-

thetics based on ecological realism. In the concluding part, we will return to the seemingly insoluble 

question - the relationship between environmental and ecological aesthetics, hoping to shed some 

light on a possible answer. 

 

2. From Environmental Aesthetics to Eco-environmental Aesthetics 

Ronald W. Hepburn’s seminal article “Contemporary Aesthetics and the Neglect of Natural Beauty” 

has set the agenda for the development of environmental aesthetics ever since 1966.5 This fact ex-

plains why many have dubbed him as “the father of environmental aesthetics.” 6 To put it into per-

spective, however, Hepburn’s article is mainly concerned with what he called the “natural beauty”. 

Therefore, the discipline as initiated by him might best be named as “aesthetics of nature” instead of 

the “aesthetics of environment”. The difference between “nature” and “environment”, however scho-

lastic as it may first appear, shall never be dismissed as irrelevant because “environmental aesthet-

ics” as a differentiating academic term was first proposed by Arnold Berleant in his essay in 1972, 

which legitimately inaugurated such a special field.7  

Following his 1972 essay, Berleant has published a series of writings on “environmental aes-

thetics” (not natural aesthetics), such as The Aesthetics of Environment (Philadelphia: Temple Uni-

versity Press, 1992), Living in the Landscape: Toward an Aesthetics of Environment (University 

Press of Kansas, 1997) and Aesthetics and Environment, Theme and Variations on Art and Culture 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005). As can be seen, the keyword “environment” has threaded all these pub-

lications. It is against this theoretical background that Berleant has formulated his ecological ap-

proach to environmental aesthetics, i.e., seeing environmental aesthetics from an ecological prism. 

He has named this approach an “ecological environmental aesthetics”.8 

At the core of this approach lies the essential idea of taking environment as an all-inclusive 

context within which humans and nature (including natural forces, organisms, and inorganic ob-

jects) are wholly interdependent. Such an interdependence can be found both in urban and natural 

environments. Berleant reassessed such discrete concepts as “aesthetics”, “environment”, “ecology”, 

and “experience” and found two ways to relate them to one another: one is logical and the other 

experiential. He claims that the aesthetic experience of environment goes all the way towards the 

largest perceptual context, i.e., the ecology. The implications of this approach may be considered for 

cultural sensibility, urban ecology, aesthetic engagement, and for translating ecology into experi-

ence. He concludes by recognizing that the aesthetic experience of environment is the perceptual 

counterpart of ecology.  
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Such a theoretical stance is best exemplified in “An Ecological Understanding of Environ-

ment and Ideas for an Ecological Aesthetics.” 9 In that essay, Berleant observed that the 1990s wit-

nessed an ever-increasing popularity of environmental aesthetics among Chinese aestheticians, a 

phenomenon much in synchronization with the globalization of predominantly western academics. 

Despite the fact that varied cultures, traditions and living styles have conditioned the way people 

experience their living place, the environment, and ultimately the ecology, and that the environmen-

tal aestheticians have disclosed crucial nuances in the hermeneutics of many key concepts, Berleant 

still holds onto the idea that, through meaningful discussion and clarification, we may not only gain 

more common ground but also engage in promising collaborations. In this spirit, he proposes four 

key words about environmental aesthetics, with the first being “environment” which is viewed as an 

“all-inclusive context”. And he further reckons that “the ecological concept” of an all-inclusive, inter-

dependent environmental system has its parallel in experience in aesthetic engagement. In a word, 

environment is taken as the foundational and leading idea of his inquiry. 

Then how can the environment relate to aesthetics to get “environmental aesthetics”? Ber-

leant proposes that, out of a wide variety of concerns, people may take an aesthetic interest in envi-

ronment which is fundamental in human-environment relationship because our sensory 

engagement with the environment precedes and underlies every other interest, and sensory percep-

tion lies at the heart of the meaning of aesthetics. Berleant proposes a return to the original Baum-

gartenian definition of aesthetics as “the science of sensibility” studying the experience of sensory 

perception. The catchword of Berleant’s stance on environmental aesthetics is “aesthetic engage-

ment” which, in his own words, can be understood as the experiential analogue of ecology since both 

are holistic, contextual, and all-inclusive. Although Berleant fully understands that “ecology” started 

as a biological theory highlighting the interdependence of organisms in so-called ecosystems and 

that social science and humanities have been largely indebted to natural science in their adoption of 

many ecological concepts, he still argues that ecological concerns are of little importance in the writ-

ings of Western environmental aestheticians. In contrast, ecology figures prominently in the dis-

course of what he called “environmental aesthetics by Chinese researchers”. In a word, Berleant tries 

to depict an orderly progression of the leading ideas of environmental aesthetics - environment, aes-

thetics, ecology, and experience.  This logical order gives rise to a special environmental aesthetics 

with a strong tint of ecology, or to put it simply, an ecological aesthetics. In this sense, Berleant’s 

“ecological aesthetics” is actually “ecological environmental aesthetics”. 

 

3. A Critical Reflection from the Perspective of Ecological Realism 

After the publication of their co-authored book Ecological Aesthetics and Ecological Assessment 

and Planning in 2013, Beleant and Cheng kept reflecting on the key ideas of ecological aesthetics. 

They frequently exchanged their ideas via emails, which gave form to a series of publications. Among 
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them, the first is Berleant’s “Some Questions for Ecological Aesthetics,” which considers the appro-

priateness of the uses to which ecology has been put in some recent discussions of architectural and 

environmental aesthetics. With the focus of linking ecology with aesthetics, Berleant develops a cri-

tique of Cheng’s ecological aesthetics and summarizes it as “ecological cognitivism”. He believes that 

Cheng is guided by ecological and ethical values rather than by aesthetic ones.  “Indeed, it seems that 

by emphasizing biodiversity and ecosystem health as principles of ecological value, Cheng has en-

tirely overlooked the aesthetic.”10 

As a response to Berleant’s critique, Cheng in his essay “Ecological Aesthetics: The Legal 

Connection between Ecology and Aesthetics” asserts that ecological aesthetics does not overlook aes-

thetic issues as Berleant has criticized, because it defines its research object as “ecological aesthetic 

appreciation.” Ecological aesthetics is an organic combination of two different disciplines - ecology 

and aesthetics. And its legitimacy is based on six ways of connecting the two.11 Aiming at Berleant’s 

series of critique of Kant’s aesthetics, Cheng’s paper “Some Critical Reflections on Berleantian Cri-

tique of Kantian Aesthetics from the Perspective of Eco-aesthetics” declares that  Berleant’s criticism 

of Kant’s core idea of disinterestedness is a misunderstanding, and his conception of environment is 

not fundamentally sound. The future of eco-aesthetics is to take ecosystem rather than environment 

as a new aesthetic paradigm.12 Given the fact that most of the literature on Chinese ecological aes-

thetics has been published in Chinese, Cheng tries to make it accessible to English-reading scholars 

in the West by offering an overview.13 These writings have prompted Cheng in one of his 2019 articles 

to bring up “ecological realism,” 14 which may function as a philosophical perspective to give a critical 

response to Berleant’s critiques on ecological aesthetics. 

Ecological realism is defined as a philosophical position trying to understand the reality 

through the model of ecology. This brief working definition includes at least three key points: 1. There 

exists an objective and real reality which can be described by ecology as a branch of science; 2. Key 

terms in ecology such as environment should be understood in its scientific sense; 3. The principles 

discovered by ecology such as the interactions between organisms and their environments should be 

viewed as universal ones and can be applied to the explanation of aesthetic phenomenon.  

Based on the working definition of ecological realism, the following section will take a critical reflec-

tion on Berleant’s ideas on ecological aesthetics. 

Firstly, the starting point of ecological aesthetics is not environment, but ecology. Somewhat 

restrained by his environmental aesthetics, Berleant puts environment on top of his agenda and 

views it as the foundational and leading idea of his inquiry. However, from the perspective of eco-

logical aesthetics, ecology should be at the top. 

Secondly, aesthetics has intrinsic connections with ecology. The theoretical clue is contained in 

the definition of ecology itself. Scientifically speaking, “the science of ecology studies interactions be-

tween individual organisms and their environments, including interactions with both conspecifics and 
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members of other species.”15 There are three keywords in the definition of ecology, which are interac-

tions, organisms and environments. Biologically speaking, human beings are organisms and keep inter-

acting with their environments. The interactions fall into various types such as economic, political, 

practical, and aesthetic ones. The aesthetic interaction can be viewed as the subject matter of aesthetics.  

Thirdly, in its everyday sense, the environment is the surroundings or conditions in which a 

person, animal, or plant lives or operates. In ecology, environment means the air, water, minerals, 

organisms, and all other external factors surrounding and affecting a given organism at any time. So, 

environment is the synonyms for surroundings. However, based on his philosophical position of 

phenomenology, Berleant always rejects the everyday and scientific sense of the environment. He 

even views real and objective environment as “experienced environment.” It is not possible for us to 

discuss the differences between realism and phenomenology here. However, we can take a very brief 

look at the following two issues raised by Rodney K. B. Parker: (i) whether the “real” world exists 

independent from the mind, and (ii) is it reasonable to see Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology 

as a denial of the existence of mind-independent reality.16 With these two issues in mind, it is easier 

to have a better understanding of the philosophical base of Berleant’s works and their academic con-

sequences. Scientifically, an ecological understanding of environment is ecosystem (a biological 

community of interacting organisms and their physical environment), not what Berleant calls “an 

all-inclusive context.” 

 

4. Conclusion: The Unresolved Problem - The Relationship between Environmental 

Aesthetics and Ecological Aesthetics 

Allen Carlson ever observed that over the last few decades, a renewed interest in the philosophical 

study of the aesthetic appreciation of nature has developed into the field of “environmental aesthet-

ics.” More recently, a related area of philosophical study has arisen primarily in China, which is typ-

ically called “ecological aesthetics” or, as it is also labeled, “Eco-aesthetics.” Carlson addresses the 

question of the relationship between Eastern eco-aesthetics and Western environmental aesthetics 

by considering the role given to ecological knowledge in aesthetic appreciation of environments.17  

In contrast, based on his position of phenomenology and insisting on “the primacy of per-

ception,”18 Berleant as always rejects what he criticized as “aesthetic cognitivism,” which emphasizes 

the role of ecological knowledge in aesthetic appreciation. The crucial point here is the differences 

and connections between knowing and perceiving. With his re-shaping the issues of the relationships 

between conceptual understanding (ecological aesthetics) and perceptual experience (environmen-

tal aesthetics), Berleant insists that “the former must be seen in the light of the latter.” 19 

Ecological realism takes as its premise the existence of mind-independent reality, which has 

been constantly “put into brackets” by the practitioners of phenomenology. As a technique, more 

fundamental than that of abstraction and the examination of essences, epochē serves to highlight 
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consciousness itself. However, we must realize that epochē is not denial. So, to some extent, phe-

nomenology might be viewed as a kind of “speculative realism,”20 which is exactly the spirit of eco-

logical realism. Ecological aesthetics is a new type of aesthetics based on ecological realism, taking 

ecology as the model of understanding reality, investigating humans’ aesthetic interaction with var-

ious environments (with artworks too being viewed as items within the environment). So, both its 

spirit and essence are ecological, not environmental.  
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