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Wholeness, otherness and nothingness in experiences of nature

A philosophical conception of wholeness is problematic. For one, the conception of wholeness is commonly associated with a premodern worldview. According to predominant streams within ancient philosophy the cosmos was thought to be a rationally ordered whole in which everything has its place in accord with laws of harmony and principles of proportion. But even though ancient cosmology did not survive the modern worldview that emerged with the rise of modern science, the idea of wholeness did not go completely overboard with the idea of a rationally ordered totality of the cosmos. In 20th century European philosophy the idea of wholeness is present as a metaphysical conception based on an existencial experience, for example in Martin Heidegger’s thought. He developed an idea of an experience of wholeness in which one can sense everything that is as a whole.
 Without further clarification such an idea of an experience of wholeness seems vague and obscure. What is however interesting about it is that it is preemptive of notions of wholeness, experienced in nature, encountered in some contemporary philosophical reflections on the matter. I will take one philosophical reflection on a sense of wholeness as a particular experience of nature as a point of departure. Such reflection reflects quite a common idea, namely that one can have a sense of wholeness under certain conditions in nature. Does it make any sense to speak of wholeness in this context? And if so, what does it really mean to do so? What kind of an experience of wholeness are we talking about?

Aesthetic experience of nature as wholeness

The Icelandic philosopher Páll Skúlason has in his book, Reflections at Askja,
 described how he had a experience of wholeness in the highlands of Iceland. He describes how being at Askja, a caldera or a basin shaped volcanic depression, in the wilderness north of Vatnajökull, the greatest glacier in Europe, made him sense wholeness. What he describes is a contemplative experience in wilderness that many people are familiar with. It is not a religious kind of idea of wholeness, atthough it may have similarities to it. It is rather a sense of belonging to a whole, and this whole, so Skúlason makes him feel that he is part of the earth. A second chartacteristic of this experience is that it gives one a sense of being whole as well. What do these notions really entail? What do we mean when we say that we feel like we become whole? Skúlason introduces another concept to support this idea, and that is the notion of “relation”. That implies that one senses that everything somehow feels related in this experience of wholeness. In order to emphasize that this particular kind of wholeness-experience is dependent on a place Skúlason claims that one can also experience a sense of wholeness in a urban environment, for example in a big city like Paris. 

In the following I will elaborate what such an experience in a place, or an environment could entail. I will then compare it to different possible notions of wholeness, in science and in arts. What is of interest to me is how ideas about wholeness-experiences in nature reflect our relation to nature. I argue against a an idea of experiencing wholeness as a grasp of totality. Instead I argue that a sense of wholeness one can experience in nature includes otherness of nature. One can have a sense nature as a whole, but at the same time as something other and different. This kind of an idea of wholeness is, as will be argued, instrumental to counteract an attitude of dominance and disrespect towards nature. Our tradition of Western, Enlighenment science has stood in the tradition of dominance of nature with its core belief that nature is in principle readable by science. But there is, like Sandra Harding writes, no possibility of “one perfect scientific reading of nature’s order.”
 One cause of the limits of nature’s readability is its emergent character. Nature is constantly changing, producing new phenomena, discarding others, which repeatedly makes it foreign and other to us. The following analysis of wholeness with reference to notions of otherness and nothingness centers around a certain kind of aesthetic and contemplative approach to nature. 

In his reflections Skúlason claims that the highland landscape around Askja gives him a sense of wholenss, also in a temporal way so that past, present and future come toghether in one. This accounts for how wild nature, untouched by human workings and artefacts, can make us experience nature as eternal and as such timeless compared to human life that has a beginning and an end. A sense of wholeness is always conditioned by the particularities and the attributes of the place at hand. This shows in what way Skúlason’s idea of wholeness is different from the pre-modern sense of wholeness as a logical, objective ordering of reality as a whole. Wholeness experienced as an aesthetic or contemplative experience in the wilderness or in the city means experiencing some kind of unity with the whole of things. 

When a city is experienced in such a way it feels as if the environment is alive and has similarities with a natural environment. That is one of the reasons we speak of urban landscapes. In this context it is therefore useful to recall the distinction between nature and landscape made by Joachim Ritter. In his well know article on “Landscape”, Ritter defines landscape as a natural environment that one senses aesthetically.
 He differentiates between a practical approach to natural landscapes and an aesthetical one. It is of importance for Ritter to secure a possibility of a appreciation of landscape that is not determined by utility and pragmatic concerns. For him it is also a possibility of experiencing a sense of wholeness that modern science with its reductionist methods and and fragmentated view of nature has undermined. So the only possibility of recovering a lost sense of wholeness of nature is according to Ritter an aesthetic experience of a landscape as natural space. 

The conceptions of wholeness Skúlason and Ritter propose are however rather speculative as they stand. I will therefore attempt to examine and analyse further what it can mean to experience wholeness in nature. One preliminary step in that direction is to distinguish it from ideas of wholeness found within biosciences. 

Without getting into it in any detail there is a holistic conception to be found for example in the so called system thinking developed by Fritjof Capra. Capra argues that we are now shifting away from the mechanistic world of Descartes and Newton to a holistic, ecological view.
 Capra calls for ecological literacy that will enable us to create sustainable communities, social and cultural environments that can satisfy our needs and aspirations without diminishing the choices of future generations.

Another example of an idea of wholeness within the biosciences is Lynn Margulis’ theory of symbiotic universe. Margulis is one of the advocates of the socalled Gaia hypothesis.
 The earth and its lower atmosphere are according to this hypothesis a self-maintaining and self-regulating system made possible by the activities of microbes and other life forms. 

These are only two examples of theories of wholeness or holistic approaches in ecological and biological sciences. Such research is currently carried forward by a relatively small group of interdisciplinary scientists. This approach challenges both the fragmentation of science caused by disciplinary divisions and the mainstream reductionist approaches that dominate scientific thought within the various disciplines.

Conceptions of aesthetic experiences of wholeness could lend support from such attempts. That is however not necessary. In fact it may be rather problematic if we have Skúlason’s idea in mind. Theories of wholeness that embrace the universe, the earth and human life are for at least two reasons problematic as a foundation for an aesthetic experience of wholeness. For one, such theories are obviously scientifically controversial. Secondly, encompassing ecological theories of wholeness can have political implications that are difficult to agree to. Aesthetic conceptions of wholeness would be overloaded if they were to be founded in theories of this sort, even though in many respects one can intuitively sympathize with them. The experiences of wholeness Skúlason has in mind cannot have the far reaching implications such theories have. On the basis of such aesthetic or contemplative experiences one can make claims about one’s relation to nature, and how one conceives of nature and oneself in this relation. It is however impossible on the basis of such experience to make any statements about whether there are principles of wholeness according to which life itself is organized. 

The kind of experience of wholeness Skúlason describes can only be understood as a sensing of the whole of my life, here and now in this landscape. It is not my life in terms of who I am as a specific person with a certain cultural background, history, experiences and identity. It rather consists in a transcendence of these contingencies of one’s life. One is drawn beyond narrow individuality. It is an experience of oneself in a much broader context, as part of nature, as part of life itself as a circularity of becoming and degenerating. It reminds one of that one’s life is temporal, but at the same time also eternal as part of the life cycle. One suggestion for what Skúlason can mean by that one becomes whole through such an experience is that one senses oneself in the larger scheme of things. 

Nature’s otherness

Skúlason’s reflections on wholeness experiences in nature belong in certain respects to the tradition of the aesthetics of the sublime. But one common feature of traditional conceptions of the sublime (as for example portrayed in Kant’s aesthetics of nature) is however lacking in Skúlason’s reflections. A basic characteristic of the sublime is that it evokes an ambivalent sentiment. Against breathtaking, overwhelming natural landscape one senses awe that is a mixture of joy and fright. Nature gives one life, and takes it at the same time. We care about nature and are dependent on it, but nature can live without us, doesn’t really bother about us. Nature is therefore also something else than us, something beyond us, something ingraspable. This feeling has often been associated with the looking into the abyss. In that sense such a feeling also has much in common with existencial philosophical ideas of being in the world. For Heidegger the experience of wholeness in What is Metaphysics? is coupled with an experience of nothingness. 

In his definition of this experience of wholeness Heidegger distinguished between everything there is as a whole (“das Seiende im Ganzen”) and the whole of everything (“das Ganze des Seienden”).
 The whole of everything is for Heidegger the concept of wholeness according to the scientific view of the world. Sciences are occupied with the analysis of particular things. Natural and experimental sciences are “objective” for they examine and analyse objects. The world is according to a scientific outlook the whole of all the objects in the world. As opposed to this view Heidegger describes the experience of everything as a whole as an existencial experience. Such an experience is triggered by a certain affective disposition (be it angst, boredom or joy) that makes us experience and understand the whole of our world in a unique way. This affective experience has a cognitive content. It makes us sense the whole of our existence at once, and one of the basic features of that wholeness experience is that this whole is conditioned by nothingness. Nothingness is an obscure and evasive term. It is possible to make sense of this term if we use it to describe quite a common type of experience. For one, it is an experience of nothingness because all the contingent facts of our lives, our cultural background and our status, i.e. all the contingent facts that give us a feeling of security in our lives are istantly swept away. So this is a basic feeling of unsettling or insecurity. At the same time it is also a feeling that can have an empowering effect. Heidegger claims that this experience of wholeness, in which nothingness is like the mask of being, makes us care for our lives. In order to render the idea of the experience of nothingness more plausible I want to “translate” the obscure term of nothingness into the experience of the otherness and difference experienced in nature. What could an attempt to do so entail?

For Heidegger the existencial experience of wholeness/nothingness is not dependent on any specific circumstances. The affective disposition that evokes it (and Heidegger calls “Stimmung”) can overcome one out of the blue. The experience of wholeness in a natural landscape Skúlason talks about is on the other hand conditioned by that very landscape. Certain types of landscapes offer the possibility of an experience of wholeness. One cannot prescribe what attributes such a landscape must necessarily have, but it has been argued that a wild and unspoiled natural environment is conducive to such an experience. What is special about the landscape at Askja is that one can really sense the earth in the process of making. Askja itself was not formed so long ago in an eruption. The area is geologically active and constantly changing, being reborn over and over again. This kind of a landscape can due to its creative unpredictability not be described as a harmonious whole. The workings of nature in this area are highly dissonant, impulsive and variable. This is a landscape that makes visible how nature is constantly becoming. The idea of nature’s otherness as inpredictability thus implies a constant flux, change and difference. This becoming is something that we are subject to and are unable to control. 

Artistic reflections on nature’s otherness

For the last several years the Icelandic highlands have been the object of a controversy that has split the Icelandic people more so than any other political debate of the last decade. The Icelandic government along with the National Power Company just finished construction of the largest gravel dam in Europe, the Kárahnjúkar-dam.
 The largest dam in this complex will measure almost 800 meters long and 200 meters high. Two glacial rivers have been harnessed, 60 – 70 kilometers of tunnels built to direct their flow, and land has been submerged under water. The greatest reservoir of almost 60 square kilometers has submerged grown land, nesting grounds of geese, and breeding grounds of reindeer. The energy that will be produced by the power plant will be sold to one sole aluminum smelter in the rural area of the Eastern fjords. The construction work was accompanied by protests that have continued until this date. Artists have been especially active in the protest movement. The artworks that have the Icelandic highlands as their object do in my view offer a distinct philosophy of nature’s otherness. As I have argued that means that these artists all try to account for the otherness of nature as an experience of difference that is also related to the notion of nature as constant becoming. Interestingly the idea of nothingness does play a role in one of these artistic renderings of the wilderness experience. 

Roni Horn is a US American artist that has for the last two decades studied Icelandic landscapes extensively and turned them into an object of her work. She photographs landscapes and she also writes about her experiences of them. In her view the highlands are special because of the void and the nothingness one can experience. The highlands are a “nowhere”, and being in the highlands offers thus the “seldom, tender, and wonderful” experience of being nowhere, as she writes. 
 

For Horn nowhere-places have become very rare, and they are very vulnerable and need protection. “Nowhere” implies the notion of clearing and having an empty space. In that sense it has affinity with the idea of nothingness. Being “nowhere” and being “no one” (specific) also means transcending narrow individuality the experience of wholeness entails. So this empty space is the possibility of a wholeness, not as filled with parts, but rather making it possible because it is void of them. The emptiness thus is like the flip side of wholeness. 

What is interesting about Roni Horn and other artists that are dealing with the destruction of highland wilderness in their works are the highly minimalistic visual representation of the landscapes. There is an evident reluctance to visually objectify the landscape. Their visual representations are a far cry from any glossy photos of landscapes that underscore its beauty or magnificence. That is quite interesting since such post card like photos have for propaganda purposes been important in the environmental controversy over the dam construction in the highlands. This trend of minimalistic, factual representations of landscapes become evident in two examples I would like to mention. 

Ólafur Elíasson photographed the whole river Jökla from air, the glazial river that has been be dammed, documenting how it looked like while it was still flowing freely in a very objective, factual, even cold manner. It is almost if the artist took the river, put it on an examination table like a patient, and photographed it piece by piece to document it. The photos are also comparable to studies done for land surveys needed for the making of geographic maps.
 The photos document the final stage of the landscape as it was prior to its destruction. The river will does not frow freely any more. With the dam, and the underground tunnels it has been directed into, its flow has been directed and controlled. 

In “Archive - Endangered waters”, by Rúrí, and exhibited at the Venice Biennale 2003, there are pictures of 52 separate waterfalls, without any surroundings. The photos are framed and stacked in a row. One can pull out one picture at a time, look at the waterfall, and at the same time hear the recording of the sound of that same waterfall. This artwork is an archive of waterfalls that have been submerged or dried up in the course of the dam construction. The waterfalls look quite similar, sound similar, but each one is special. With its own name and characteristics. The series is under the sign of doom hovering over these waterfalls. What is now left are photos and recordings.
A free flowing river is never the same. Elíasson’s photographs show static moments of the river just like Rúrí’s recordings of the waterfalls pick out a few moments of the sound of its endless falling down the cliff. It is like both artist, each in their own way, concerve the river at it its very last moment. If the river would continue flowing freely it would also continue changing. It overflows periodically, it may change it course in some parts and so on. These artist therefore underscore the emergent aspect of nature. A visual representation that selects a moment out of a process of becoming can thus never do justice to nature for it will have changed at the very next moment. 

These examples have been taken here in order to show that art is also a venue for philosophizing about our relation to nature. Common to the different artist who have been mentioned is how they are all concerned with perception of nature and landscapes. The emphasis is not on how the artist sees, interprets and portrays nature. In fact these examples have been chosen to show how certain artists protest against cliché types of visualization and representations of nature. Many sites in nature have become postcard type sceneries, sites for certain kinds of experiences of nature, and in that sense more and more like amusement parks. The artistic examples cited here all center around avoiding the kind of experience of nature to be had in such places insofar you go there to have certain experiences that have been conceived and promoted for purposes of marketing tourist attractions. 

The minimalistic representations can also be interpreted as a shift of focus. The emphasis is not on what we project into nature with our representations, but rather on how nature affects us. In order for it to affect us, in order for us to  perceive nature, we also have to free ourselves of visual representations of it. The void creates space for a fresh experience. So it is not a matter of art pointing out to us what we should notice, and so determining of how we should see or perceive nature. That in turn allows us to experience nature as something other. It is not the other of the same, but the other in its great diversity, to use a phrase by Irigaray.
 One cannot fully control something or someone whose otherness one respects. 

So is there some sense of wholeness to this kind of an experience of nature’s otherness? Perhaps in the very specific way that the otherness that we are confronted with in a wholeness-experience makes us wonder. It gives us a feeling of awe, and that in turn makes us ponder on metaphysical questions about the larger scheme of things, and our at times strangely feeling foreign place within it.
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