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This paper enters into current debates in the field of environmental ethics concerning the possibility of grounding an environmental ethic in the aesthetic experience of nature. Specifically, I propose that an experience of the sublimity of nature offers the basis for an environmental ethic. In order to develop this thesis, I dialogue with contemporary environmental philosophers whose work critically rethinks the traditional aesthetic category of the sublime (as most fully developed by Kant in the Critique of Judgment). There are two particularly important aspects of their critique for my project: 1) the experience of the sublime does not result in a sense of the moral superiority of humans, and 2) it does not occur at a safe distance.


To elaborate on these ideas, I first draw on Arnold Berleant’s work on the aesthetics of engagement (The Aesthetics of Environment). However, I critique Berleant’s tendency to emphasize a human-oriented concept of the natural environment. On this point, I dialogue with Stan Godlovitch, who argues for the necessity of acknowledging the mystery and otherness of nature––what he calls “acentric aesthetics” (“Icebreakers: Environmentalism and Natural Aesthetics”). Yet, I suggest tempering Godlovitch’s quite radical position––i.e., his insistence on the total otherness of nature, which seems to instantiate an unbridgeable gap between humans and the rest of nature. Finally, I build on the sense of the “mystery” and “otherness” of nature, realized in the experience of the sublime, in order to argue for and explicate a conception of the sacredness of nature. I claim that the understanding of the sacredness of nature provides the foundation for an environmental ethic of respect and awe. When explicating this concept, I draw on Ronald Hepburn’s analysis of the concept of sacredness in environmental aesthetics (The Reach of the Aesthetic).

