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PREFACE

Philosophical aesthetics today is a vibrant field. Twenty or thirty years ago it was
not uncommon for philosophers to claim that there was nothing much of philo-
sophical interest to be said about the arts. Non-philosophers interested in the
arts used to complain that contemporary philosophers had indeed said nothing
of interest to them. As the painter Barnett Newman quipped, “aesthetics is for
artists like ornithology is for the birds.” Even at the time, this unhappy conver-
gence of views was badly grounded. Today it is entirely without justification.
Philosophy has rediscovered aesthetics, and this volume bears the fruits of
philosophers’ new-found interest in art.

Partly this has arisen from philosophers’ increased attention to the practice,
history and criticism of the individual arts — including literature, music, painting,
architecture and film — and from an awareness that philosophical problems are
thrown up by the particularities of the individual art media. Understanding art as
a whole depends on an appreciation of the arts individually and what makes each
of them unique. Some philosophers have begun to write about individual novels,
poems, symphonies and films with an attention to detail and a level of insight
equaling that of literary critics, musicologists, art critics and film critics.

Renewed philosophical interest in aesthetics is also in part to be traced to
the recognition that many topics of general philosophical importance — the
nature of representation, imagination, emotion and expression, to name a few
— cannot adequately be understood unless their roles in the arts and artistic
appreciation are examined, for here they find some of their most interesting
and complex applications. Also renewed interest in aesthetics partly derives
from an increased pluralism within analytic philosophy itself, which has
advanced outwards from its heartlands of the philosophy of language and
science to conquer new areas, such as applied ethics, political philosophy,
cognitive science and aesthetics.

The present volume is broadly within the tradition of analytic philosophy and
shares that tradition’s commitment to clarity of expression and precision of
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PREFACE

argument. It also shares, and aspires to advance, the increasing pluralism of the
analytic approach, and it attends to thinkers outside the analytical tradition,
showing what analytic aesthetics can learn from them.

Its purpose is to provide an introduction to many of the most important topics
and thinkers in philosophical aesthetics. As such, it should prove its worth as a
textbook for university courses in philosophy of art, and should also interest
non-philosophers who want to learn what philosophers have to say about the
arts. It also represents some of the best work being done in aesthetics today.
Numbered among its authors are both distinguished senior scholars and also
outstanding young researchers. We have asked them not just to provide a survey
of the area, but also to communicate something of their own views. The results
will be of interest not just to newcomers to aesthetics, but also to specialists in
the area.

The volume is structured into four parts. The first is historical, covering many
of the classic writers on aesthetics as well as some more recent and influential
thinkers from within the analytic and continental traditions. Our criterion for
inclusion within this section is that the body of work of the writer should be
substantially complete. (A partial exception is the discussion of post-modernist
theory.) Major figures who are still developing their views are discussed
elsewhere in the volume, in the chapters dealing with the subjects on which they
have written. The second part covers central concepts and theories within
aesthetics, dealing with basic issues such as the definition of ‘art,” the nature of
the aesthetic, and the standards of correct interpretation. The third part covers
more specific issues, such as art and knowledge and art and emotion, and also
examines challenges to traditional aesthetics posed by feminism, environmental
aesthetics and the role of popular art. The final part addresses the individual arts
of music, painting, photography, film, literature, theater, dance, architecture and
sculpture. The volume will thus work well as a companion to aesthetics courses
in any of the ways in which they are standardly taught: historically, by focusing
on theories of art and the aesthetic, by centering on issues in aesthetics, or by
examining the individual arts.

While the Companion gives a wide-ranging and up-to-date overview of the
field, it obviously cannot within the compass of a single volume cover everything
of interest and importance in aesthetics. Each reader is likely to have his or her
own view on what might usefully have been included, and we would probably
agree with many of these suggestions, particularly within the historical section,
where there is an overwhelming embarrassment of riches. Nevertheless, the reader
should obtain from the volume a good sense of the sheer diversity, liveliness and
interest of current aesthetics. Instead of short dictionary-style entries, we have
asked our authors to produce chapters of around 5,000 words each: long enough

XVIil



PREFACE

to explore the debates about their topic in some detail, but short enough to be read
at one sitting, and to allow for a wide range of articles within a relatively compact
volume. Each chapter has cross-references to other chapters which are germane to
the topic, a list of references to works discussed, and where the author thought it
useful, suggestions for further reading. The reader will thus find plenty of scope
for following up points of interest in any of the topics covered. The Companion
might well be viewed as an invitation to aesthetics.

Finally, we should acknowledge the many debts which we have acquired in
editing this volume. First, to our contributors, for their enthusiasm and for their
ability to produce work of high quality within tight deadlines and word-limits.
Second, to the many scholars we consulted in the course of planning the volume,
including those who told us not to do it (we enjoy being stubborn). Third, to
Tony Bruce and his team at Routledge, for their unstinting enthusiasm and
support for the volume. Our final debt is perhaps less obvious, but no less
important. This volume was jointly edited in Scotland and the United States, and
written in the USA, Canada, the UK, Denmark, Australia and New Zealand, and
almost all of this global communication was by means of the Internet. Although
the Companion is entirely about art, it is in its own way also a testimony to the
power of technology and to the existence of the world-wide community of
scholars which that technology has made possible.

Berys Gaut
Dominic Mclver Lopes
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Part 1

HISTORY OF
AESTHETICS






1
PLATO

Christopher Janaway

Plato’s writings about the arts play a foundation role in the history of
aesthetics, not simply because they are the earliest substantial contribution to
the subject. The close integration of Plato’s philosophy of art with his meta-
physics and ethics, his antagonism towards the arts, and the mastery of writing
styles that makes him “of all philosophers . . . the most poetical” (Sidney 1973:
107) also contribute to his enduring influence. From a modern point of view it
is striking that Plato refuses to grant autonomous value to what we call art. For
him there is a metaphysical and ethical order to the world which it is
philosophy’s task to discover by means of rational thought, and the arts can
have true worth only if they correctly represent this order or help in aligning us
with it. These principles of evaluation are at their clearest in the Republic
whose overall question is, What is justice? Plato constructs a picture of the
ideally just individual and the ideally just city-state, and gives an account of the
nature of knowledge and education, culminating in the proposal that the rulers
of the ideal state would be philosophers, those uniquely in possession of
methods for attaining knowledge of the eternally existing Forms that constitute
absolute values in Plato’s universe.

The arts in Republic 2 and 3

Plato first considers the role of the arts in education. The young, especially those
who will be the Guardians responsible for the city’s well-being, must receive an
education that properly forms their characters. Since the young soul is impres-
sionable and will be molded by any material that comes its way, the productive
arts and crafts will be regulated so that they pursue

what is fine and graceful in their work, so that our young people will live
in a healthy place and be benefited on all sides, and so that something of
those fine works will strike their eyes and ears like a breeze that brings
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health from a good place, leading them unwittingly, from childhood on,
to resemblance, friendship, and harmony with the beauty of reason.

(Republic 401c—d)

Much of Books 2 and 3 concerns the scenes and characters which poetry
contains. Plato assumes that fictional tales and poetic representations will play a
dominant role in education: a conventional assumption, as we see from remarks
in the dialogue Protagoras:

they are given the works of good poets to read at their desks and have to
learn them by heart, works that contain numerous exhortations, many
passages describing in glowing terms good men of old, so that the child
is inspired to imitate them and become like them.

(Protagoras 325-326a)

It is not sufficient, however, that the young read the works of ‘good poets’. While
Plato consistently praises Homer as a fine poet, in the Republic he proposes
ruthless censorship of Homer’s works. Gods and heroes must not be represented
as cowardly, despairing, deceitful, ruled by their appetites, or committing crimes:
hence the excision of many well-known scenes from the Iliad and Odyssey. A
good fiction is one which (though false or invented) correctly represents reality
and impresses a good character on its audience. Plato seems untroubled by the
thought that an accurate representation of the way human beings behave in battle
or in love could fail to impress the best character on its recipients. Is truthful
representation or ethical effect the higher criterion? At one point Plato suggests it
is the latter: some violent mythical tales are not true, and should not be told to
the young even if they were (Republic 378a).

The other main topic for discussion is mimesis, which here should be taken as
impersonation or dramatic characterization. There are two modes of poetic
discourse: one where the poet “speaks in his own voice,” the other (mimesis)
where he “hides himself,” “makes his language as like as possible to that of
whatever person he has told us is about to speak,” and — at the beginning of the
Iliad — “tries . . . to make us think that the speaker is not Homer, but the priest,
an old man” (393a—c). Hiding oneself behind a pretend character is implicitly
deceitful and dubious, but Plato’s objection to mimesis is more sophisticated. He
claims that to enact a dramatic part by making oneself resemble some character
causes one to become like such a person in real life. Given a prior argument that
all members of the ideal community, and a fortiori its Guardians, should be
specialists who exercise only one role, it follows that the city will produce better
Guardians if it restricts the extent to which they indulge in dramatic enactment.
Those whose dominant aim is the production of mimesis are ingenious and
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versatile individuals, but the ideal state will not tolerate them. The Guardians
should use mimesis as little as possible, and be restricted to enacting the parts of
noble, self-controlled and virtuous individuals, thus assimilating themselves to the
kind of human being the state requires them to become.

The arts in Republic 10

Republic Book 10 contains Plato’s most prominent criticisms of the arts. Mimesis
is the chief topic, but now we must understand this term in a different sense, as
image-making: making something that is not a real thing, but merely an image of
a thing. Both poets and visual artists are practitioners of mimesis in this sense, but
the aim of this passage is to justify the banishment of mimetic poetry from the
ideal city. The grounds are that mimesis is far removed from truth, though easy
to mistake for the work of someone with knowledge, and that mimetic poetry
appeals to an inferior part of the soul and thereby helps to subvert the rule of
intellect and reason. While promising cognitive gain, poetry delivers only psycho-
logical and ethical damage to individual and community.

Plato uses his theory of Forms to explain the nature of mimesis as such. Whereas
an ordinary object, such as a bed, is an ‘imitation’ of the single and ultimately real
Form of Bed, a painted picture of a bed is an ‘imitation’ merely of the way some
bed would appear from a certain angle. The use of the theory of Forms here is in
some respects anomalous. Plato has a god bring Forms into existence, though
elsewhere they exist eternally and no one creates them. Earlier in the Republic it
seemed that philosophers alone have knowledge of Forms; here the ordinary
craftsman ‘looks to the Form’ for guidance in constructing a physical bed.

Plato disparages mimesis in the visual arts by comparing it with holding up a
mirror in which the world mechanically reproduces itself. The point of the
comparison is arguably that the painter makes no real thing, only an image. His
product, when compared with the bed and the Form of Bed, is thus at two moves
from reality. To make such an image requires no genuine knowledge: no knowledge
of the real things of which one makes an image. By a slightly strained analogy, Plato
argues that a poet makes only images and is distant from knowledge: “all poetic
imitators, beginning with Homer, imitate images of virtue and all the other things
they write about and have no grasp of the truth” (Republic 600e). They produce
only images of human life, and to do so requires no knowledge of the truth about
what is good and bad in life. There is moreover no evidence, Plato suggests, of any
good poet’s manifesting ethical or political competence.

Why does it matter that poetic image-making entails no genuine knowledge?
Because there are people who hold the opposite view: “they say that if a good
poet produces fine poetry, he must have knowledge of the things he writes about,
or else he wouldn’t be able to produce it at all,” on which grounds they claim
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“poets know all crafts, all human affairs concerned with virtue and vice, and all
about the gods as well” (Republic 598d-¢). Plato aims to refute these claims. Fine
poetry consists of image-making, and as such is compatible with the poet’s
ignorance of truths about what is real.

Plato also undertakes to show to which part of the human psyche mimetic
poetry appeals. The higher part of the soul uses reasoning and considers what is
for the overall good, but the images of mimetic poetry are gratifying to a distinct
‘inferior’ part, which is childish, unruly and emotional, and reacts in an
unmeasured fashion to events in real life and in fiction. For example, when
someone close to us dies, part of us considers what is for the best and desires
restraint in feeling and outward behavior. At the same time another part tends
towards indulgence in unbounded lamentation. There is a conflict of attitudes
towards the same object, analogous to the phenomenon of visual illusion, where
part of the mind calculates that a stick in water is straight, while another part
persists in seeing it as bent. Poetry affects us emotionally below the level of
rational desire and judgement. The kinds of event that provide the most
successful content for mimetic poetry (and tragedy especially) involve extreme
emotions and actions driven by emotion. So mimetic poetry naturally addresses
and gratifies the inferior, lamenting part of us and fosters it at the expense of the
rational and good-seeking part that should rule in a healthy soul.

Plato’s ‘most serious charge’ against mimetic poetry also concerns its effects on
the psyche. It is that “with a few rare exceptions it is able to corrupt even decent
people” (Republic 605¢). Even the individual who attains the Platonic ideal and
is governed by the noble, rational, good-seeking part of the soul, is powerfully
affected by the experience of

one of the heroes sorrowing and making a long lamenting speech or
singing and beating his breast...we enjoy it, give ourselves up to
following it, sympathize with the hero, take his sufferings seriously, and

praise as a good poet the one who affects us most in this way.
(Republic 605¢)

The distancing provided by the artistic context insidiously lulls us into a positive
evaluation of responses which we should avoid in real life. We relax our guard
and allow the rule of the rational part of ourselves to lapse:

only a few are able to figure out that enjoyment of other people’s
sufferings is necessarily transferred to our own and that the pitying part,
if it is nourished and strengthened on the sufferings of others, won’t be
easily held in check when we ourselves suffer.

(Republic 606D)
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The positive evaluation of our sympathetic feelings for the hero’s sufferings rests
on the fact that to see them brings us pleasure. So instead of regarding as valuable
that which we judge to be best, we begin to value responses that happen to please
us, and, Plato argues, this habit can corrode our attachment to the rational and
the good in real life.

Plato makes many assumptions here, but perhaps most notable is one that
has featured in recent debates about the psychological effects of television and
films: that if we enjoy seeing the image of something enacted in a dramatic
narrative, this causes in us an increased disposition to act or react similarly in
real life. It is as if mimesis is transparent in a particular way: to enjoy or
approve of a poetic image of X is not really different from enjoying or
approving of X itself. Aristotle’s remark in the Poetics that the enjoyment of
mimesis is natural for human beings is the beginning of a reply to this
assumption (Aristotle 1987: 34).

On the grounds that it falsely masquerades as knowledge and is detrimental
to the human mind, Plato banishes poetry from his ideal city. We may wonder
how much of poetry this affects. At the beginning of the discussion ‘poetry that
is mimetic’ is to be excluded, but by the end it appears that all poetry is meant,
and the intervening argument seems to tell us that all poetry is indeed mimetic,
although Homer and the tragic poets (seen as a single tradition) provide the
most focused target. Plato proposes to retain some poetry, namely “hymns to
the gods and eulogies to good people” (Republic 607a). Given the earlier
comments about beauty and grace, these works need not be dull and worthy,
but clearly Plato prefers them because they will present a correct ethical view
of the world and be a means to instill the right character in the citizens.

In his concluding remarks Plato mentions an “ancient quarrel between
poetry and philosophy” (Republic 607b). Poetry (of the kind excluded) aims
at pleasure and mimesis, but if it can satisfy philosophy by producing an
argument that it is beneficial to the community and to human life, then it can
reclaim its place. If philosophers hear no such a justification, they will use the
argument of Republic Book 10 “like an incantation so as to preserve ourselves
from slipping back into that childish passion for poetry” (ibid.: 608a). It is like
keeping oneself away from a person with whom one is in love, but with whom
an association is not beneficial. This image, and the accompanying invitation
to poetry to defend itself, reveal Plato as less authoritarian than he often
appears in the Republic. He recognizes the power of poetry over the human
soul and intimates that he has full appreciation of its pleasures. It is not
through insensitivity that Plato rejects pursuit of the pleasures of poetic image-
making. It is because he has an argument that shows we should resist these
pleasures unless poetry or its lovers perform on philosophy’s home ground and
present a good counter-argument.
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Beauty

According to Iris Murdoch, “Plato wants to cut art off from beauty, because he
regards beauty as too serious a matter to be commandeered by art” (Murdoch
1977: 17). This may be difficult for modern aestheticians to grasp, given
widespread assumptions about their discipline (such as Hegel’s view that its
subject matter is ‘artistic beauty’ (Hegel 1993: 3)). Some commentators on Plato
have thought, mistakenly, that a positive philosophy of art is implicit in Plato’s
inspirational passages on the love of beauty as an absolute value.

Plato’s concept of beauty is arguably quite different from the modern aesthetic
concept, whatever exactly that is. We translate Plato’s word kalon as ‘beautiful,” but
a preferable translation in many contexts is ‘fine.” Definitions and examples from
the Platonic dialogue Hippias Major illuminate the broad application of kalon: a
fine girl is fine, so is anything made of gold, so is living a rich and healthy life and
giving your parents a decent burial. Here even the first two may not be cases of
beauty in what we might call a purely aesthetic sense: desirability and exchange
value play a part in their fineness. Another aspect of fineness is ‘what is pleasing
through hearing and sight’: “men, when they’re fine anyway — and everything
decorative, pictures and sculptures — these all delight us when we see them, if they’re
fine. Fine sounds and music altogether, and speeches and storytelling have the same
effect” (Hippias Major 298a). This looks like a rudimentary definition of the
aesthetically pleasing. But it neither embraces the whole range of kalon nor lends
the arts a value that rescues them from the critique of the Republic.

Beauty finds its most significant treatment in the dialogue Symposium, in the
speech by Socrates, which he presents as the teaching of the wise woman,
Diotima. Despite this double-nesting of narrators, the speech is usually seen as
revealing Plato’s own philosophical views. The whole dialogue concerns the
nature of love. In Socrates’ account beauty is love’s highest object. To grasp this,
we must make a Platonic metaphysical distinction between on the one hand the
beauty of things and properties as they occur in the sensible world, and on the
other, The Beautiful itself — as Plato calls the eternal, unchanging and divine Form
of Beauty, accessible not to the senses, but only to the intellect (Symposium
211d). Instances of beauty in the sensible world exhibit variability or relativity:
something is beautiful at one time, not at another; in one respect or relation, not
in another; to one observer, not to another. The Beautiful itself lacks all such vari-
ability, it “always is and neither comes to be nor passes away, neither waxes nor
wanes” (ibid.: 211a). This passage may be taken to imply that the Form of Beauty
is itself beautiful. That reading seems to make best sense of Beauty’s being an
object of love on a continuum with other such objects, though whether Plato
thinks of Beauty as ‘being beautiful’ in the same way as a boy or girl is beautiful
is a matter of debate.
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Elsewhere Plato describes non-philosophers as unable to grasp that there is a
single unvarying Form of Beauty. The sophist Hippias equates beauty with a
beautiful girl and then with the property of being made of gold. But a girl is
beautiful in one relation (to other girls), not in another (to goddesses), and being
made of gold makes some things beautiful, but not others: the eyes of a statue,
for instance, would be repulsive if fashioned from gold. So it looks to Plato as if
no object or property accessible to the senses can be what constitutes beauty as
such. A similar distinction occurs in the Republic, where Plato disparages “lovers
of sights and sounds” (Republic 475d-476b) who eagerly attend arts festivals, but
think there are “many beautifuls” rather than the single Form of The Beautiful
that the philosopher recognizes.

In the Symposium the ideal lover is portrayed as ascending through a hierarchy
of love-objects — first the beautiful body of a particular human beloved, then all
beautiful bodies equally, then the beauty of souls, then that of laws, customs, and
ideas — and ending as a lover of wisdom or philosopher. At the culmination of his
progress the philosophical lover will “catch sight of something wonderfully
beautiful in nature . . . the reason for all his earlier labors” (Symposium 210e),
namely the Form of Beauty itself. (‘Fineness’ here will hardly convey the requisite
fervor.) All love desires some kind of offspring. The highest form of love catches
hold of a superior object and produces a superior offspring:

if someone got to see the Beautiful, absolute, pure, unmixed, not polluted
by human flesh or colors or any other great nonsense of mortality . . .
only then will it become possible for him to give birth not to images of
virtue (because he’s in touch with no images), but to true virtue (because
he is in touch with the true beauty).

(Symposium 211e-212a)

If we recall that in the Republic Plato applies the phrase ‘images of virtue’ to
poets, a contrast suggests itself. While the poet makes only images, and understands
only images, the philosopher, who strives for and encounters the eternal unchanging
Beauty, can bring genuine goods into the world because he understands what virtue
is. This contrast can be hard to accept for the modern reader, because Plato’s own
literary genius is fully manifest in this extraordinary and moving passage, and
because we imagine that he must find a place for something like art in his hierarchy
of beauties, or at least think that art enables its author to produce something
immortal and universal. “Strangely enough,” one noted historian of aesthetics has
written, “Diotima and Socrates do not assign a role to the arts in this process of
reawakening to Beauty, though it takes but a short step to do so” (Beardsley 1966:
41). But this is an anachronistic reaction. Plato’s next step comprises the arguments
of the Republic, probably written shortly afterwards.
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Inspiration

In the short early dialogue Ion Plato has Socrates say that poets are divinely
inspired to produce their fine works. The character Ion is a rhapsode, a profes-
sional reciter of poetry and a critic or expert on Homer. Socrates undertakes a
demolition of Ton’s claim that he succeeds as performer and critic because he
has knowledge. An important concept in this dialogue is techné. The word has
been translated as ‘craft’, ‘skill’, or ‘expert knowledge.” Plato regards doctors,
generals, and mathematicians as possessing a techné, meaning that they are
knowledgeable about a specific subject matter, can transmit their knowledge in
teaching, understand general principles or rules that apply across all instances
within their field, and can give a rational account of why their practice
succeeds. A further criterion of techné, offered in the dialogue Gorgias, is that
it aims at the good and is based in knowledge of the good (Gorgias
463a-465a).

An antique translation for techné is ‘art,” but examination of this concept
will not yield Plato’s ‘philosophy of art,” chiefly because practices we regard as
‘artistic’ tend to be denied the status of techné. In the Gorgias persuasive
rhetoric, tragedy, and musical performances by choruses or instrumentalists all
fail to be cases of techné, because their aim is not to make their audiences
better, but to gratify them. Plato argues that there are no principles concerning
what pleases a mass audience, and that it is by guesswork that these practices
succeed, rather than by rational principle or knowledge. The Ton takes a similar
line: the rhapsode discerns what is fine and pleasing in Homer’s poetry, but in
so doing he works to no generalizable principles. There is no subject matter on
which he is an expert solely by virtue of being a rhapsode and being familiar
with Homer’s fine work. Ion’s preposterous claim to be an expert on
‘everything,” because Homer writes finely of everything, prefigures the superfi-
cially more plausible claim, rejected in the Republic, about the knowledge of
the poet himself.

How is it then that Ion succeeds in discerning the fineness in Homer’s poetry
and performing it so brilliantly as to delight his audiences? Socrates’ answer is
itself poetic, or perhaps mock-poetic:

the poets tell us that they gather songs at honey-flowing springs, from
glades and gardens of the Muses, and that they bear songs to us as bees
carry honey, flying like bees. And what they say is true. For a poet is an
airy thing, winged and holy, and he is not able to make poetry until he
becomes inspired and goes out of his mind and his intellect is no longer
with him.

(Ion 534a-b)
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The power of poetry is divine: the Muse attracts the poet, who is then a
mouthpiece through which the divine speaks. The performer succumbs to the
same attraction and transmits it to the audience. At no stage does rational
thought or expert competence account for the success of the proceedings. There
seems to be a mixed message here: Ion is admirable and even (if ironically)
‘divine.” But he deserves no credit for his artistic success, because he is ‘out of
his mind.” Not only can he give no rational account of why he succeeds; he is
also, Plato assumes, irrational in responding emotionally to the dramatic scene
he performs, despite that scene’s unreality.

The Ion may surprise us because although it locates features regarded in the
modern era as characterizing the ‘artistic,” it rates them disparagingly, or at
best equivocally. The later work Phaedrus, a literary masterpiece which
explores the nature of rhetoric, writing, love, beauty, Forms, and the philo-
sophical life, promises a more openly positive account of the inspiration of
poets. Here Socrates praises ‘madness,” explicitly including the state of mind
in which good poets compose, ‘a Bacchic frenzy’ without which there is no
true poetry:

if anyone comes to the gates of poetry and expects to become an
adequate poet by acquiring expert knowledge [techné] . . . he will fail,
and his self-controlled verses will be eclipsed by poetry of men who
have been driven out of their minds.

(Phaedrus 245a)

It has been claimed that the Phaedrus marks Plato’s recantation of the hard-
line condemnation of poetry in the Republic (Nussbaum 1986: 200-33), but a
more sober verdict is perhaps better supported. Part of the extravagant myth
Socrates enunciates concerns the fate of re-incarnated souls, who are placed in
rank order. The highest, most worthy soul is that of “a lover of wisdom or of
beauty... cultivated in the arts [mousikos] and prone to erotic love” (Phaedrus
248d). Sixth in rank, lower than generals, statesmen, gymnasts, doctors and
prophets, is “a poet or some other life from among those concerned with
mimesis” (ibid.: 248e). The contrast tests the modern reader’s intuitions.
Surely the prime rank must go to the genuine artist, while some poor
uninspired dabbler is relegated to the sixth? Yet there is no word for ‘art’ here,
as Nehamas reminds us: “the ‘musical’ . . . is not the artist, but the gentleman
who patronizes the artists and knows what to take from them” (Nehamas
1982: 60). The first-ranking soul is rather that of the cultured philosopher and
lover, with whom poets, all mimetic poets, including the great Homer, cannot
compete. The comparative evaluation of the Republic is echoed in a very
different tone of voice, but it is not reversed.
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Philosophy and art

When Arthur Danto writes that “from the perspective of philosophy art is a
danger and aesthetics the agency for dealing with it” (Danto 1986: 13), he is
implicitly treating Plato as the founder of philosophical aesthetics and general-
izing Plato’s strategy to the whole subsequent discipline. The story is akin to that
in Nietzsche’s influential The Birth of Tragedy, where the cultural force embodied
in Socrates, the ‘theoretical man’ and antithesis of the artist, destroys the artistic
spirit that once dwelt in tragedy but has remained lost to the modern world
(Nietzsche 1968: 81-98).

There is something in the thought that Plato’s endeavor is to establish
philosophy in opposition to the prevailing culture that not only prizes the arts but
adopts certain ill-thought-out theoretical views concerning their value. It is a
culture of sophists, rhetoricians, performers, and connoisseurs who advocate the
educational value of poetry, but who lack a genuine conception of knowledge and
any proper grasp on the distinction between what is fine because it brings
pleasure and what is genuinely good or beneficial. Without the rigor of philo-
sophical thinking, this culture lacks the critical distance required to assess the true
value of the arts. Yet Plato’ response is not merely that of head-on dialectical
confrontation. He realizes that the art-loving, pleasure-seeking soul in all of us
must be charmed and enticed towards the philosophical life. To supplant tragedy
and Homer he uses rhetoric, myth, word-play, poetic metaphor, and dramatic
characterization. Socrates in the dialogues is an image or invention of Plato’s,
who enacts for us the life and style of the ideal philosophical thinker. So if Plato
is the most poetical of philosophers, it is in the service of leading us, by poetry’s
means of persuasion, to philosophy proper, a place from which we may begin to
understand and evaluate poetry and all the arts.

That the quarrel between philosophy and poetry plays itself out within Plato is
one source of the belief that he himself provides the material for a defense of art.
In the history of aesthetics there have been numerous attempts to answer Plato on
his own ground by claiming that art puts us in touch with the eternal and the
absolute, or that it provides a privileged form of knowledge. Others have sought
to reject Plato’s criteria of evaluation as misguided, and have looked to aesthetic
responses of various kinds to secure an autonomous value for art. Some have even
combined both approaches (see Schopenhauer 1969: 169-267). But Plato’s
writings themselves offer none of these resolutions, and for that reason continue
to be a unique stimulus to profound questioning about art, philosophy, and the
relations between them.

See also Aristotle, Medieval aesthetics, Beauty, Art and emotion, Art and ethics,
Art and knowledge, Pictorial representation, Tragedy, Value of art.
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ARISTOTLE

Nickolas Pappas

Whether or not we classify any of Aristotle’s writings as aesthetics proper, he
certainly produced the first extended philosophical studies of an art form.
Most of his works on poetry have long disappeared, leaving the Poetics as our
only souvenir of Aristotle’s theory of art. For more than 600 years that work
has therefore enjoyed an unmatched cultural influence, as writers followed
Aristotle’s rules for composing poetry, and critics followed his rules for
evaluating those writers. Even when both sides distorted the Poetics, they
learned from its fundamental principles and passed them along, and our idea
of art owes that little book a great debt.

Within the history of philosophy, the Poetics is noteworthy as a reply to
Plato’s condemnation of poetry. It makes a textbook case of Aristotle’s anti-
Platonism: while sharing a number of assumptions with Plato, he finds crucial
points at which to oppose him, and builds those points into a decisively new
theory. This article will focus on the anti-Platonic argument, for at many turns
in the Poetics we can understand what Aristotle asserts only after determining
which Platonic position he means to deny.

The value of the Poetics, however, goes beyond its historical significance. It is
both impressive and instructive to watch Aristotle pause from his argument and
ruminate on what poetry is, why it exists, and how it works. He moves back and
forth between criticism and theory. He writes as a philosopher and as a fan.
Above all, Aristotle lets actual dramas teach him about drama. His unhurried
dissections of tragedy are one more manifestation of his biologist’s observant
mind, and set a standard for subsequent aesthetics.

Summary

Aristotle (384-322 BC) wrote the Poetics in or after 335. The extant Poetics
amounts to the first half, or Book I, of the work that Aristotle wrote, a discussion
of tragedy and epic he followed with Book II (now lost) on comedy.
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Like all of Aristotle’s surviving writings, the Poetics had been his lecture
notes, and contains the ellipses and digressions that suit oral presentation but
confuse readers. Poor preservation has left the Poetics even more confusing
than the rest of the corpus. Only two medieval manuscripts exist that contain
the Greek text, together with two translations into Arabic and Latin. These
manuscripts were the result of many stages of recopying by hand, errors
creeping into every copy; possessing only two versions makes it harder to
guess which variations came into the manuscript later and which ones were in
the original.

So the Poetics can bewilder a new reader. But it is not mystical or incoherent,
nor one of those ancient oddities stuffed with isolated insights. It has a structure
and a line of thought, and it makes good argumentative sense as long as the
reader remains focused on a few guiding questions. What is poetry? What kind
of poetry is tragedy? What are tragedy’s essential elements? This general set of
topics subsumes the details of Aristotle’s argument within his overall plan to
explain the literature of his day, and its audience’s experience of it.

The explanation Aristotle provides is also a commendation: tragedy not only
works but works well. Tragedy begins with a poet’s knowledge, delivers universal
statements, and offers the virtuous adult further moral education. For all these
reasons, it belongs in the city. Plato had wanted to ban it, but then Plato had
advanced a number of charges against poetry that these Aristotelian claims are
intended to refute: that no knowledge undergirds poetry, as poets are ignorant
(Plato, Apology 22b—c, Ion 534a) and reliant on inspiration (Ion 534b—e, Phaedrus
245a), and poetry propagates falsehoods (Republic 337-391); that poetry cannot
deliver a universal statement, given that it expresses the poet’s private mind
(Protagoras 347c—e) or represents individual dramatic characters (Republic 605);
that poetry’s inherent idiosyncrasy makes it irrational (Republic 605c).

The elements of Aristotle’s argument appear in condensed form in his definition
of tragedy, which comes near the start of the Poetics: “Tragedy is the mimesis of a
serious and complete action of some magnitude; in language embellished in various
ways in its different parts; in dramatic, not narrative form; achieving, through pity
and fear, the catharsis of such passions” (Poetics 1449b24-28). Four of the terms
in this definition carry special weight, for Aristotle will use them to establish the
worth of tragedy: catharsis, mimesis, action, seriousness. The four join together to
produce the argument of the Poetics.

Catharsis of pity and fear

Aristotle gives nothing like a theory of catharsis: the word occurs twice in
what survives of the Poetics, once enigmatically in the definition of tragedy
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and once in an irrelevant context (1455b15). But that is no reason to slight the
topic. Aristotle puts catharsis at the end of his definition, and that closing
clause is his customary place for stating the purpose or goal of a thing.
Moreover, in Politics VIII he speaks of the catharsis that music and poetry
bring, with the promise to say more in his work on poetry (presumably the
Poetics). And — speaking pragmatically — the reader cannot ignore the quantity
of commentary that catharsis has already inspired. Interpreters of the Poetics
have traditionally argued for one view of catharsis or another; the new reader
must at least know what the issue is.

The definition of tragedy refers to the catharsis “of such passions
[pathémata),” namely pity and fear and similar emotions. While that does not
tell us much (and we shall see that even a claim this broad has been contested),
Aristotle says enough about pity and fear to add at least a prologue to the story.
Pity and fear are aroused by exactly the right presentation of characters and their
adventures, which whips those emotions up to the highest pitch they can reach
(Poetics 1453a10). This is why heroes must be decent enough to win a spectator’s
pity, but not so splendid that misfortune falls on them undeserved (ibid.:
1452b34-36). That would disgust the audience, and moral disgust distracts from
pure fear and pity.

Aristotle appears to equate the subsequent catharsis with the essential tragic
pleasure that pity and fear induce (Poetics 1453b11). But here the text lends
itself to more than one reading, for katharsis was used in several different
contexts before Aristotle, and those contexts slanted the word’s central meaning
of a ‘cleaning.” A medical catharsis, for example, was a purgation, like a laxative
or enema that cleaned out the digestive system. Catharsis in a more neutral
context meant simply a clean-up or clarification. There are other senses as well,
but these two provide the dominant modern paradigms for understanding
catharsis.

Since the mid-nineteenth century, Aristotelian catharsis has tended to receive
a medical reading. Tragedy flushes out unruly and undesirable passions by
letting them flow freely until we return to an unemotional state. The terror
aroused by a well-made tragedy lets us release the thousand little terrors we
normally swallow back down.

This interpretation has ancient origins (e.g. Proclus, Commentary on Plaio’s
Republic). In the modern era it ensconced itself in commentaries on the Poetics,
until it became the received view (Lear 1988). Its appeal is plain enough, for this
is an attitude toward emotions encountered in the psychologizing of everyday life.
“You can’t keep it bottled up inside.” But Aristotle does not take emotions to
come in quantities that either get released or remain suppressed. On his view, the
expression of an emotion helps to strengthen that emotion: thus people who
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regularly give vent to their anger become more irascible, not less (Nicomachean
Ethics 11.1103b18). Moreover, the purgation reading presumes that everyone
needs to be liberated from passion, but Aristotle’s ethics calls for neither the cele-
bration of passions nor their expurgation but their regular and well-regulated
expression (ibid.: 11.1109a25-29).

Finally, the purgation reading contradicts the spirit of something more
profound that Aristotle says about mousiké (music and poetry) in Politics VIII.
Mousiké helps educate our emotions, for songs contain accurate images of anger,
courage, and other traits (Politics 1340a19-21). These images rouse us to
emotion (1340a13); delight over the whole experience trains the soul to enjoy the
sight of real-world virtue (ibid.: 1340a22-27). This arousal of the audience’s
emotions recalls what the Poetics says about pity and fear. If their arousal leads
to catharsis (plus delight over the passions’ excitement), and this arousal brings
ethical habituation, then catharsis just is training or habituation. (See Politics
1339a18-23 on habituation.)

Training emotions has nothing to do with releasing them. Training presup-
poses that the emotions are here to stay, and need to be calibrated to fit the
real-world situations that call them forth. On this view catharsis is a clarifica-
tion of emotions (Golden 1976, Janko 1987, Nussbaum 1986). By rousing
powerful emotions with a simpler train of events than life provides, tragedy
teaches how fear and pity feel and where they are appropriate. That under-
standing forms part of the groundwork for ethical behavior, since Aristotle’s
ethics connects ethical behavior to well-trained emotions. Thus the clarification
view helps harmonize Aristotle’s aesthetics with his ethics.

The view also plays its part in an anti-Platonic argument. The emotions that
Plato deplored are granted to exist in tragedy, but they benefit ethical action
instead of subverting it. Where Plato gloomily rushed to the conclusion that
tragedy’s emotions overpower our capacity to reason, Aristotle presumes us able
to reason about our emotions, and to make them more reasonable.

It is no objection to this view to say it implies that even virtuous adults need
or profit from an ethical education. Aristotle expects adults to undergo a lifelong
process of improvement in feeling and judgment. Still, a few obstacles remain for
clarification. There is another passage in the Politics that speaks of poetic
catharsis so as to make it resemble purgation. Aristotle there calls catharsis a
“relief,” something that makes the soul “settle down” (Politics 1342a7-15), and
the passage is hard to explain away or reconcile with the clarification reading.

While the clarification reading is laudably cognitive in its goals, it may not
be cognitive enough. If clarification is a kind of enlightenment, this reading
fulfills the promise to show how poetry brings the pleasure of understanding
(Politics 1448b13). But clarification remains enlightenment about the
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emotions; and the clarification reading thereby falls short of defending poetry
against Plato’s attacks. A rebuttal to Plato cannot rest with justifying the
passions that tragedy arouses, because Plato does not rest with condemning
them. Only one strand of Plato’s attack on poetry concerns its incendiary
effects. Several of his dialogues (Apology, Ion, Protagoras) accuse poetry of
error or fatal obscurity without mentioning emotions. Even Republic 10 mainly
vilifies mimetic poetry as the imitation of appearance; pathological emotions
merely compound that effect. So while clarification is the best account of a
psychological catharsis, any emotionally centered interpretation is apt to limit
catharsis to one part of the story of the knowledge in tragedy.

Some interpreters have consequently taken catharsis out of the emotional
arena altogether. When Aristotle’s definition of tragedy mentions the catharsis “of
such pathémata,” they say, that Greek word refers not to passions but to the
incidents in the drama. Catharsis still means the cleaning of pathémata, only that
process is not psychological but narratological: the incidents get tidied up by
being resolved in a logical denouement to the play (Else 1957, Nehamas 1992).
Coherent and significant plot structure is the goal of tragedy.

This view of catharsis remains a minority position. Nevertheless it possesses
the advantage of looking in the Poetics for an argument about what literature
knows and how it says it. And it challenges the reader who rejects it to construct
some other argument for poetic knowledge that Plato would recognize as such.

Mimesis

The Poetics raises the question of knowledge right at the start, when speaking of
mimesis. Aristotle says bluntly, “[Mimesis] is natural to people from childhood”
(Poetics 1448b6). For Plato, image-making, imitation, and every sort of copying
resemble perversions (Sophist 228c with 267c); Aristotle sees them as natural
propensities. Then he goes further. Mimesis is natural and pleasant because it is
a way of learning (Poetics 1448b13; cf. 1448b8), and human beings love to learn
(Metaphysics 1.1). Not content with the weaker point that still blocks aesthetic
Platonism, Aristotle stakes his position to the intellectual merit of poetry.
Aristotelian mimesis captures something about acting and drawing, and in
general the works that produce resemblances to be discovered. A line drawing can
show a thing’s contours better than the thing itself; an impersonated Boston
accent is often easier to learn to detect than the real accent would be. (In this
respect Henry James’s story “The Real Thing” makes an Aristotelian point about
art.) Mimesis brings knowledge by both getting a thing right and simplifying it.
Plato would not accept such instruction. He wants knowledge to come in the
form of universal statements, the highest sort of learning. He would not deny
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that the audience undergoes some process of recognition; he only laments its
particularity. The painter’s rendition of a bed (Republic 597d-598c) does not fail
because the painter captured nothing about the bed, but because he captured only
the look of this one bed. The imitator lacks what the user and maker have (ibid.:
601c-602a), knowledge of the properties of beds in general. Thus Plato locates
the irrationality of poetry in its devotion to particulars, as he also does in the Ion
(536), where poets seduce their fans away from abstract knowledge.

So far Aristotle has provided only the basis for an answer. Plato can reply:
“This just proves that mimesis need not represent particulars, not that (in fact) it
does not.” Aristotle has to explain why poetry is, often enough to matter, the
mimesis of general properties of things. His prefatory remarks about mimesis
will not generate that argument, principally because mimesis by itself does not
account for all the properties of tragedy. The definition of tragedy has shown it
to be one specific type of mimesis; something about poetic mimesis, rather than
about mimesis simpliciter, will provide the ingredient that makes poetry “more
philosophical than history” (Poetics 1451b6f).

Mimesis of action

That additional element is Aristotle’s proviso that tragedy be the mimesis of an
action (Poetics 1449b25, 36; 1450a135, b3). He insists on this claim more than
on anything else in the Poetics; and though his arguments supply aesthetic
(ibid.: 1450a24-29, 35-39) and ethical (ibid.: 1450a16-23) justifications for the
primacy of action, his real motive is the argument against Plato that mimesis
communicates knowledge.

Aristotle’s premise, precisely put, is that tragedy represents events and not
passions, somewhat as painting is more a matter of line than of color (ibid.:
1450b2-3). Plot, not character, is the soul of tragedy. Aristotle builds an
argument about causal generalizations, or in other words, general empirically
grounded statements of human behavior:

1 The mimesis of action amounts to plot.

A good plot therefore clearly represents an action: it restricts itself to a unified
action, even if that means slighting characters and character development
(Poetics 1450b24, 1451a31-35).

3 This unity consists in the right connections among the parts of a plot. Lest the
spectator be put off by implausible scenes, each event must follow the other
“either by necessity or probably” (Poetics 1451a13, 38; 1452a20). A well-
made plot is consciously arranged around such causal principles (ibid.:
1455b1-3).

4 Hence a tragedy that represents action contains a general truth.
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How can the unobjectionable premises (1 to 3) add up to such an un-Platonic
conclusion (4)? Indeed, what must Plato’s argument have been, that this
unadorned reasoning could hope to unseat it? On one view (Eden 1982,
Halliwell 1986), Aristotle’s argument rests on a new conception of mimesis as
an active process of selective presentation. Mimesis came off as shabbily as it
did in Plato because he imagined it to be something passive: just as some people
today think of photography as too easy to be an art, Plato reduced all mimesis
to automatic mimicry, even comparing it to the act of holding a mirror up to
objects (Republic 596d). Aristotle brings the effort back into poetry, as in his
remark about plot: “A poet must be a composer of plots rather than of verses,
insofar as he is a poet according to representation, and represents actions”
(Poetics 1451b27-29; Janko translation). The words “composer” and “poet”
in this passage are both translations of the Greek word poiétés, “maker,” and
Aristotle half-puns on this literal meaning to tell poets to make their plots.
Later he explicitly enjoins poets to build a play’s outline (ibid.: 1455a34-b15).
Throughout the Poetics he speaks of the “construction” (sustasis) of a plot. On
the basis of such remarks one may argue that Aristotle emphasizes plot as he
does in order to give the poet something to do. A plot is an object that perforce
gets constructed. Hence mimesis is active.

For this argument to accomplish anything against Plato, the Platonic mimesis
must happen automatically. But Plato does not quite say that it does. The
Republic’s analogy to a mirror is meant to capture the superficiality of mimesis;
but superficiality and automaticity or ease are different things. Indeed, the same
passage damns poets precisely for misusing their intelligence (sophia, Republic
605a), with a description of poetic composition that does not sound automatic
at all (cf. Sophist 234a on the imitator’s skill). Plato knows about the selection
and arrangement that go into mimesis; far from respecting poetry for this
activity, he sees the work as more proof of poetry’s perversity, that so many can
do so much to produce so little. Already the account of mimetic activity seems
to have misplaced Aristotle’s argument.

It further weakens that account that Aristotle himself does not take the poet’s
mimetic activity to suffice for the presentation of general truths. He says that
tragic poets typically do not invent their plots (Poetics 1451b15): thus the merits
of good plots must derive from some source besides their having been consciously
worked up. We are also told that too much plot-making busy-work can lead to
unbelievable and inferior plays (ibid.: 1454b1), so plot-construction does not
invariably yield aesthetic virtue. Then again, Aristotle says that poets are not at
liberty to change too many details of a traditional story (ibid.: 1453b22). Here
too, the poet’s activity becomes a secondary matter in the presentation of a good
story, and the story itself rises to eclipse it.

This — not a more complex description of poetic activity — is what Plato had
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overlooked. Simply calling tragedy the mimesis of an action establishes the
possibility of its cognitive value, because Plato took dramatic poetry to be the
mimesis of persons (Republic 393b—c, 395¢-d, 396¢; 605a, c—d). Dramatic
characters are partial, biased perspectives on the drama’s action, so Plato’s
assumption makes it easier to condemn the whole mimetic enterprise as an
obsession with particulars. By turning his attention to plot, Aristotle deprives
Plato of his crucial anti-dramatic premise. The Poetics’ insistence on plot’s
supremacy over character therefore sets the stage for a defense of poetry that
Plato had not imagined, against which Plato’s critique has no purchase.

Some commentators reject this emphasis on plot as the element that makes
tragedy wise, on the grounds that Aristotelian mimesis is not the mimesis of
universals. The object of mimesis will not, by itself, turn representation into
something philosophical, since the action depicted is still an individual thing.

It is true that Aristotle does not make poetry the mimesis of a universal. But
even where the objects of mimesis are not universals, they can still bring about
a mimesis that presents universals. All that matters is that the mimesis of an
action yields a general statement as the mimesis of a person does not, thanks
to the causal principles implied by an action. An inquisitive man (such as
Oedipus) hears conflicting tales of his childhood and demands to talk to more
witnesses until he knows the truth: this makes sense to spectators because
inquisitive people do respond with curiosity to contradictory stories, especially
about important things. The causal principle makes the story plausible, and
contains the tragedy’s general statement. The nature of action is thus the
ground for the universal statement in the mimesis; and Aristotle’s insistence
that mimesis takes action as its object underwrites his conclusion that tragedy
communicates authentically philosophical knowledge.

Seriousness

When Aristotle calls the tragic action serious (spoudaia), he is partly harking
back to his requirement that tragic characters must be spoudaioi (good,
serious, superior) people (Poetics 1448a2, 1454a17). These characters’ dignity
and standing ensure the importance of what they undertake and undergo.

Seriousness also means something about the type of action that can appropri-
ately unfold in tragedy, however. The action must possess moral significance. This
is not a matter of its having a moral. Some popularizations of Aristotle still go on
about tragic flaws and heroes’ falls, but Aristotle has no such thoughts about
tragedy. Poetic justice of that variety would ruin the catharsis, since if tragic
characters found their misfortunes because of morally blameworthy traits, we
might fear the same thing’s happening to us, but we would not feel the pity we
reserve for victims of undeserved misfortune.
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Moral significance means instead that Aristotle does not want tragedy to
present meaningless suffering. He calls that variety of the tragic effect
disgusting (miaron, Poetics 1452b36), while the appearance of purpose or
order strikes him as “fine” (ibid.: 1452a6-10). So a tragedy has to make
decent people’s bad luck the right and fitting consequence of what they have
done, and yet not a punishment for their misdeeds.

Aristotle resolves this apparent contradiction by linking the bad conse-
quences to a character’s hamartia (Poetics 1453a10). In the New Testament
that troublesome word came to mean ‘sin’; in Aristotle’s time it embraced a
variety of meanings and intensities, from mistake to error of judgment, from
folly to self-deception, but not “tragic flaw” (Sherman, in Rorty 1992). A
significant mistake (about who one’s parents are, in Oedipus’s case; in Jason’s
case, about the damage Medea was capable of) sets off a train of events that
end in misfortune. Of course tragedy avoids the mild manifestations of
hamartia, for it would count as a repellent display of suffering if a minor error
led to such misery. Minor errors belong to comedy (Poetics 1449a34), while
tragedy pivots on mistakes about momentous facts. But these mistakes do not
have to be shards of evil in a character’s heart.

Now we see another reason why tragic plots need to be fastened together
with strong causal connections. A responsible moral agent ought to know that
disasters can have ordinary beginnings, and to know how one mistake leads to
another. The right tragic plot imparts that knowledge at the same time that it
trains its audience’s moral sentiments.

Seriousness of action also means that luck plays a role in tragedy, for most
people’s lives never contain the possibility that error will landslide into catas-
trophe. Really important trains of events are rare. So the tragic hero gets
something wrong in a way that ordinary life does not punish. We fortunately
do not always face the consequences of our actions. The unfortunate tragic
hero does.

By comparison, the gravity of the tragic characters plays only a subsidiary
role in the argument. It is true that having spoudaioi characters defends
tragedy against the accusation of triviality. But that was not Plato’s charge. He
knew that tragedy represented fine men and women: this is what he deplored,
the sight of such people reduced to shameless misery. That criticism only gets
answered by Aristotle’s accounts of mimesis and catharsis; given these
accounts, he can find value in the seriousness of tragedy.

Aristotle and aesthetics

There is one final vague but important question: does Aristotle’s account of
poetry belong in aesthetics, or is that label anachronistic? Two features of the
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Poetics seem to set it at a distance from modern aesthetics. First, Aristotle openly
justifies poetry by appeal to its ethical and pedagogical effects. A good tragedy
hones the emotions, details the nature of life-destroying error, shows how people
insist on acting. To a formalist aesthetics, these external grounds for artistic
success distract from a work’s intrinsically aesthetic properties.

Austere formalism does not, however, speak for all aesthetics. A milder
position is more common, that works may gain aesthetic value by producing
ethical or otherwise external results, as long as the works’ status as art is one
of the causes of those results. A painting may appropriately lead its viewers to
hate slavery, as long as its aesthetic properties help to bring that effect about.
In this sense Aristotle does acknowledge the status of art works. The transmis-
sion of general truths in tragedy presupposes the process of artistic mimesis.
Catharsis requires that pity and fear are aroused under shielded circumstances.
The ethical effects of tragedy follow from its artistic effects, and art’s artfulness
has not been overlooked.

In any case, this objection to the Poetics’ status used to sound more compelling
than it does now. The last twenty years have seen renewed interest in such topics
as the role of art in moral education, the ethical and political content of tragedy,
and other very Aristotelian matters. Modern aesthetics has changed enough to
make Aristotle’s concerns less old-fashioned again.

The second cause for hesitation about “aesthetics” is Aristotle’s elusive
reference to beauty. He uses the word “beautiful” (kalos) often enough in the
Poetics — nineteen times, as a compliment for tragic plots, language, and
characters — to lead one interpreter to call beauty “the master-concept of the
Poetics” (Else 1938). And yet this master-concept goes unexplained. Only once
does Aristotle make beauty a defining criterion for tragedies, when he says they
must be neither too long to surpass what the memory can hold, nor too short to
count as serious (Poetics 1451a4-15).

This passage appears to assume a definition of beauty in terms of size and
proportion (and see Metaphysics 1078a31-bS5, Politics 1284b8-10). So beauty
is a real property of things (cf. Metaphysics 1072b32-35). Aristotle says much the
same thing in De Motu Animalium (700b26-35), when distinguishing what is
beautiful in itself from what is merely perceived as desirable. However, the resem-
blance to Hutcheson’s unity-in-variety theory does not go as far as it promises.
Early modern discussions of beauty mostly took it to be a univocal property,
capable of being taken in without reflection. Thus Kant distinguished between the
beautiful and the good on the grounds that the former is perceived directly, while
‘good” always means ‘good for’ something, and must be evaluated relative to a goal.

Plato could agree with Hutcheson and Kant that beauty has a single nature in
every instantiation (Hippias Major 294b, Symposium 211a-b); Aristotle’s beauty
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is real but equivocal. Its meaning derives from the nature of the beautiful thing in
question. Aristotle tends to speak only in passing of beauty itself, but the
evidence adds up to a context-dependent conception of beauty. The Poetics calls
magnitude a necessary condition for beauty, but we know that magnitude is
relative to a thing’s nature (Categories 5b15-29); the same surely holds for order
and proportion.

More explicitly, the Rbhetoric holds that a man’s beauty changes its meaning as
a man ages and has different functions. The beautiful young man is one who
competes athletically; the beautiful man of middle age can frighten enemies in a
battle; the beautiful old man holds up against the insults of age (Rbetoric
1361b7-14). And in a telling passage in Parts of Animals, Aristotle urges his
readers not to bring their prejudices about beauty to the study of zoology. All
living things boast a design suited to the purpose of their sustenance and repro-
duction, and that is what beauty comes to (Parts of Animals 645a23-25).

Because beauty is a real property, Aristotle feels free to refer to it in his assess-
ments of tragedies. But because beauty’s meaning varies with the thing in
question, the concept of beauty generates no conclusions about tragedy; instead
one must put off using the concept until one knows what tragedy is and does.
Finally, the connection between beauty and function implies that while beauty
belongs in talk about poetry, it does not belong only there, or even especially
there. And because beauty has nothing of its modern subjectivity, Aristotle
sidesteps the stock problems of validating or defending aesthetic judgments,
writing the Poetics as though these assessments could be made orderly and
definite.

Even if Aristotle develops a philosophy of art independently of beauty, he does
not belong among puritans wary of aesthetic experiences. On the contrary, his
theory of tragedy grows out of such experiences, sensitively noted and respect-
fully analyzed. Beauty may not be an initiating concept in his theory, but in
dramatic practice it will stand as the final proof that a tragedy accomplished what
it set out to do.

See also Plato, Tragedy, Beauty.
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MEDIEVAL
AESTHETICS

Joseph Margolis

To speak of medieval aesthetics will strike many as contrived, partly because
aesthetics, regarded as a distinct discipline, is usually dated approximately
from the appearance in 1790 of Immanuel Kant’s Critigue of Judgement
(1928), which may itself be thought contrived inasmuch as Kant has
remarkably little to say about the appreciation and interpretive criticism of the
arts, and proposes a formal definition of the ‘aesthetic’ (or of aesthetic
judgment) which serious contributors to the topic admit to be too narrow or
too artificial. Of course the analogy between the moral and the aesthetic, and
the paedeutic use of the aesthetic, redeem Kant’s standing as the initiator of
philosophical aesthetics, and a similar retrospective reading of medieval texts
justifies the selective reconstruction of so-called medieval aesthetics. As Paul
Kristeller (1951) has compellingly shown, the very idea of the system of the
‘fine arts’ is a late development in western thought, by virtue of which ancient,
medieval, and even early modern views of the arts are tolerably but anachro-
nistically treated as contributing to a relatively straightforward conceptual
history of aesthetics.

Viewed thus, medieval aesthetics, much like medieval philosophy, remains
peculiarly problematic and historically unavoidable as a consequence of its
overriding concern with the conceptual relationship between Creator and
Creation. The two leading figures of western Christian aesthetics, collected in a
wide sense of ‘medieval,” are Augustine and Thomas Aquinas. Augustine is often
viewed as the most original and influential philosopher of the early Church, and
Aquinas the most magisterial voice of the high Middle Ages.

Augustine

Augustine offers the most ramified melding of Neoplatonist philosophy and
Christian doctrine that the western Church achieved, and Aquinas the most
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ramified and authoritative melding of Aristotelian philosophy and Christian
doctrine. This division of labor is not unimportant, because although the puzzle
regarding the continuity and discontinuity between the natural world and God’s
creative act remains fundamentally the same through the whole of medieval
philosophy, the conceptual relationship between categories properly applied only
to nature and categories (if we may call them such) properly applied only to God
becomes more controversial following the full recovery of Aristotle’s texts in the
thirteenth century. Aquinas produced a very bold version of the idiom of Creation
and Creator that was intended to override the palpable disjunction between
nature and the ‘supernatural’ (or, better, what is prior to and altogether different
from nature). The Augustinian alternative appears to muffle the discontinuity in
a more intuitive way.

There are at least two reasons why the disjunction between nature and Creator
appears less problematic in Augustine than in Aquinas. For one, Neoplatonism,
on which Augustine draws with great conviction, had the use of the ingenious
doctrine of ‘emanations’ from Absolute Being or Absolute Beauty developed by
Plotinus (1966) and ultimately fashioned from the central image of Plato’s
Symposium (1961). For another, Augustine had been, in his pre-Christian career,
so much drawn to Stoic and Ciceronian treatments of rhetoric, the arts, and
beauty that he continued such studies in terms confined to the natural world, even
after his conversion.

The Neoplatonist theme appears to have been formulated in a perspicuous,
but singularly abstract, way by a younger, anonymous contemporary of
Augustine’s known as the Pseudo-Dionysius (a fifth century Christian). In the
latter’s texts, notably De Divinis Nominibus, Beauty is identified as one of God’s
attributes, inseparably conjoined with Good (Tatarkiewicz 1970). The Pseudo-
Dionysius’s texts are said to belong more nearly to the older patristic tradition
but to be distinguished from its characteristic teachings in assigning Beauty
primarily to God rather than to the created order.

In any case, there is in the Pseudo-Dionysius no pointed attention to the close
study of the pleasing and the beautiful in the particular arts or in our experience of
the arts, that compares favorably with Augustine’s empirical aesthetics, early or
late, or with Plotinus’s. Here for instance is a sample of De Divinis Nominibus:

one should distinguish between beauty and beautifulness as the cause
embracing at once all beauty. For, having made this distinction in all
being between participation and things participating, we call beautiful the
thing which participates in beautifulness, because from it is imparted to
all reality the beauty appropriate to every thing, and also because it is the
cause of proportion and brilliance.

(Tatarkiewicz 1970: 33)

28



MEDIEVAL AESTHETICS

The problem Augustine shares with the Pseudo-Dionysius concerns the
adequacy of our conceptual apparatus for making attributions to nature (a
fortiori, to art) intelligible in terms of the prior attributes of the Creator. Viewed
retrospectively, the puzzle begins with Plato’s distinction between physical and
spiritual beauty, mounts to Plotinus’s treatment of physical beauty as (no more
than) an emanation from Absolute Being (which utterly transcends the whole of
sensible nature but remains continuous with it in the sense of conceding the
reality and intelligibility of what emanates from it), and mounts even higher in
the Pseudo-Dionysius’s indissoluble conjunction of Beauty and the Good as an
attribute of God: which is of course conflated with the Neoplatonist Absolute.
The puzzle reaches its most baffling limit wherever Aquinas appears to emphasize
the breach between Creation and Creator without benefit of Neoplatonism.

The fact remains that the Neoplatonist account requires a continuum of Being,
while the Biblical account insists (or is construed as insisting) on an absolute
disjunction. Clearly, creation ex nihilo must be made to serve the purpose of the
linkage, but its adequacy is not altogether convincing. There would be an
important conceptual advantage if it worked: the proportion, measure and
harmonious relationship among the parts of any complex natural whole that
yielded beauty or the pleasing perception of beauty could then be said to be
derived altogether from the simple or unified or completely non-relational, indi-
visible, inherent Beauty of God.

The maneuver brings Augustine and the Pseudo-Dionysius very close to
Plotinus’s original solution, which, however, is entirely alien to the Biblical story.
Whatever Augustine’s skill in empirical studies of rhetoric and the arts, this early
contribution to medieval aesthetics may be judged incapable of offering more
than an armature for interpreting art and nature (God’s art) as what is legible in
God’s Creation. This parallels Roger Bacon’s Opus Majus (1928) which treats the
pictorial function of painting, like the literal function of the sciences, as occupied
with what is legible in, and of, God’s Creation. This is also the upshot of
Augustine’s City of God (1972) and Confessions (1960) — which is to say, the
upshot not only of the interpretation of the arts but of human history and
personal life.

We need to be aware of these doctrines in order to grasp the import of Christian
art, but to proceed thus is to treat the doctrine as a matter of partisan faith, rather
than as compelling philosophy. Thus, for instance, a version of the Christian
Neoplatonist thesis arose at Chartres, distinctly influenced by the theme of
Plato’s Timaeus, so that God came to be viewed by Alan of Lille, who was
associated with the school of Chartres, as “an elegant architect of the world, like
a goldsmith in his workshop” (Alan of Lille 1980). This makes sense in terms of
Neoplatonism, but not of Biblical thought, unless creation ex nihilo is permitted
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to be read along Neoplatonist (or even Platonic) lines. The Cathedral at Chartres,
the first of the great Gothic cathedrals, was constructed with some such
conception in mind, which facilitates interpreting the function and harmonious
proportion of the parts of Chartres as legible symbols of God’s supreme art.

Augustine was quite clear that God’s Creation was utterly unlike human art,
in the sense that God’s art proceeds ex nibilo. But though he was influenced by
Platonic and Roman notions of mimesis, he construed the significative import of
human art as symbolic of the higher meaning of God’s art: that is, as exceeding
mimesis. This is perhaps clearest in the City of God (1972) and the Confessions
(1960), though it is not in any way narrowly deployed in aesthetic terms.

It also provides the meaning of Augustine’s question and answer, “Is a thing
beautiful because it pleases or does it please because it is beautiful?” Clearly, “it
pleases because it is beautiful.” But in that answer, Augustine opposes, or at least
subordinates, the ancient mimetic doctrine to a higher analogical function.
Augustine’s constant rule is to bring literal meaning into accord with spiritual
meaning, so as to save the higher (revealed) truth. That is, Christian doctrine’s
seeming falsity is always figurative. In this way, Augustine adumbrates the classic
doctrine of the allegorical import of literal texts.

In accord with this commitment, his early studies of the complexity of
meaning, even prior to his conversion, are thought to be notably wide-ranging
and original. But the entire account contributes more to the practice of a
Christian hermeneutic than to a satisfactory defense of a Christian metaphysics
of art, nature and meaning. (The famous fourfold division of the literal and alle-
gorical readings of a literary text is summarized, as a matter of course, in Dante’s
Convivio [1990].)

The whole idea that the beauty of natural phenomena is rightly informed by
God’s Beauty - that is, that the beauty of complex particular things is informed
by the indivisible Beauty of God — is rather a pretty notion. But it has its
conceptual drawbacks, two in particular of which are seemingly insurmount-
able. One has already been bruited, namely, that there is no legible way of
explicating the mimetic beauty of art and nature by way of the singular
enabling Beauty of God, except interpretively, in doctrinally acknowledged
terms that cannot and need not be legitimated in any philosophically inde-
pendent way. The other is entirely obvious, namely, that what counts as
beautiful in art (or nature, for that matter) is contingently linked to prevailing
tastes and the history of aesthetic and moral norms, and that what (as in
modern and contemporary art) once passed for beauty in an earlier age no
longer commands our highest regard or interest. An illuminating piece of
evidence along these lines may be suggested by paintings like James Ensor’s
Christ Entering Brussels in Triumph and by other of his grotesques, which delib-
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erately violate the canons of beauty in the proportioning of color and space and
image favored by ‘well-made’ medieval and Renaissance images, but are now
neither merely ugly nor formulaically beautiful.

The Augustinian treatment of symbolic beauty, like the interpretation of the
sack of Rome in the City of God (1972), is certainly an expression of an
impressive piety. But Augustine’s interpretive rule is committed to grasping the
ahistorical — indeed, the transcendent — truth of historical work and deeds; and
that can hardly be compelling, even among Christians, in a world in which the
corrective grasp of God’s Beauty (or Goodness or Truth) is not entirely trans-
parent. The difficulty is a philosophical one, however compelling (among the
faithful) the hermeneutics may be.

Aquinas

Given the intractable puzzle regarding the continuity and discontinuity between
Creation and Creator, it was more than improbable that Aquinas could have
reclaimed the general purpose of the Christian conception of art and beauty
without drawing on Augustine’s Neoplatonist theme. Aquinas integrates in an
original way (that was not possible before the thirteenth century) the main lines
of Augustine’s use of Neoplatonist and Aristotelian philosophical resources in his
well-known union of faith and reason, Summa Theologiae (1942).

The essential question in understanding Aquinas’s philosophical originality
centers on his adaptation of the Aristotelian conception of the ‘forms’ of
particular things, which account for their existing as things of the kinds they are.
The forms, which ultimately depend on God (on the Creationist view), hold the
key to the Being of things, their unity, their truth, their goodness: that is, the key
to their possessing, derivatively, attributes that answer to the informing transcen-
dental attributes of God. Here Aquinas construes beauty and goodness in a way
very close to the doctrine favored by the Pseudo-Dionysius, distinguishing beauty
and goodness primarily in terms of the different interests we take in viewing
different aspects of the same things, without treating Beauty as a transcendental
attribute distinct from Goodness.

In fact, Aquinas repeats Augustine’s solution of the riddle of the priority of
the beautiful over the pleasing. The question of the transcendental standing of
the Beautiful was taken as a pointedly central theme in the work of a leading
modern Thomist aesthetician, Jacques Maritain, in his early book, Art and
Scholasticism (Maritain 1974). Aquinas’s ‘aesthetics’ must, of course, be pieced
together from his systematic texts. Maritain views Aquinas’s doctrine as entirely
straightforward. But the fact is, Aquinas was not familiar with Aristotle’s
Poetics; correspondingly, Maritain’s proposal represents a respectful extension
of Aquinas’s actual system. The theme developed, which may be culled from
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Aristotle’s then-known texts, regards art (in the sense of the production of
things) as the imposition of an intelligible form on natural materials (which lack
that form) by the work of practical reason. But in the opinion of some — notably,
Meyer Schapiro (1947) — Aquinas’s aesthetics of beauty and theory of art have
almost nothing in common with the aesthetics of our detailed interests in the fine
arts, for instance the interpretation of the Gothic cathedral.

The problem of the transcendentals comes to this: whatever, bearing on the
nature of existent things, renders those things intelligible — their Being, unity,
truth, and goodness — appears in the created order in a necessarily ‘oppositional’
sense. That is, the instantiated attributes of existing things exhibit some joint
gradation of their positive and negative manifestations (as with hot/cold,
wet/dry and so on). But as far as God’s putative ‘nature’ is concerned, the tran-
scendentals are utterly unlike their oppositional counterparts, in that the
would-be contraries lack any possible application to the Creator. In the order of
understanding, it looks as if the categories answering to the transcendentals are
generated ‘bottom-up,’ but, in the order of Being, they obtain ‘top-down.’

The trick is to explain how it is that the oppositional use of the relevant
categories applies in a way that argues the continuum of being linking Creator
and Creation, in spite of the fact that their transcendental use necessarily lacks
the oppositional structure inhering in their earthly application. Clearly, this
affects the treatment of beauty in art and nature. But equally clearly, the
resolution seems unable to exceed the resources of Neoplatonism.

The distinction of Aquinas’s treatment of beauty, read in these terms, lies with
the conditions for contemplating the determinate forms of things (that might also
have been considered, for the purposes of science and morality, say, in altogether
different ways). At any rate, this is thought to be a plausible reconstruction of
Aquinas’s aesthetics. The Neoplatonist theme has the advantage of contrasting
the eternal and immutable with what is generated and decays, without involving
(at that point) the problem of accounting for a separate Creator whose own
‘nature’ could not possibly be accounted for in terms of any prior or independent
categories of the Neoplatonist sort. Aquinas is obliged to derive the resources of
the Neoplatonist theme from the prior Being of the Creator.

The Eastern Church was able to defend iconoclasm (regarding would-be
images of God) along broadly Neoplatonist lines, although of course images of
the Divine could also be defended sympathetically on a different application of
the same conception. In Aquinas’s case, the question remains whether anything
can truthfully be said of God. For example, are even the affirmations of negative
theology meaningful with respect to God’s ‘nature’ (Aquinas 1924)? This is a
troublesome question that, in all candor, may not have been answered satisfac-
torily by Aquinas himself. On its resolution depends the standing of the whole
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of Thomistic aesthetics (and more), viewed as taking precedence over the
Neoplatonist themes in Augustine. As has already been remarked, however, the
concept of a Christian hermeneutics need not be affected adversely.

In general, Aquinas’s treatment of the beautiful follows the lead of the Pseudo-
Dionysius and Augustine and tends toward the Neoplatonist conception, whereas
his treatment of art, in the productive sense (notably not keyed to the fine arts)
tends to favor Aristotle’s discussion of techné. On the first, Aquinas appears to
distinguish between the good and the beautiful, not iz re but contingently, in
terms of what pleases; hence, posteriorly. Read this way, the familiar characteri-
zation of the beautiful as that which pleases in being beheld (Aquinas 1942),
made famous by Stephen Daedalus’s reflections in James Joyce’s fiction, cannot
capture more than a small part of Aquinas’ comprehensive view.

Aquinas apparently intends the distinction to hold in two further regards.
One accords with the transcendental identity of the Good and the Beautiful,
which is then construed appetitively in terms of the soul’s natural aspiration
(with obvious affinities for both the Neoplatonist and Aristotelian themes). In
the other, one may be moved to pleasure without recognizing that one is pleased
by the intelligible form of the thing that pleases, hence in a way that is cognitive
when fully realized (this is again closer to Aquinas’s use of the Aristotelian model
than to the Neoplatonist).

On his treatment of ‘form,” with respect to both beauty and art, Aquinas was
influenced by the recovery by Albertus Magnus, his teacher, of Aristotle’s
philosophy in the original Greek, and Albert’s lectures on what we may call his
aesthetics. Here are some remarks of Albert’s which confirm the similarity of his
thesis to Aquinas’s conception: “among things existing at present, there is none
which does not have a share in beauty and good;” “good is that which all desire;
and moral good is good which attracts the desire by its strength and authority; and
finally, beauty is the good which, in addition to this, possesses lustre and clarity;”
“the essence of beauty in general consists in the resplendence of form over propor-
tionally arranged parts of matter or over various capabilities and actions” (quoted
in Tatarkiewicz 1970).

Aquinas’s originality seems to lie in his emphasis on the contemplative pleasure
immediately occasioned by ‘beholding’ some integrated and well-proportioned
complex natural or manufactured thing. (‘Sight’ is meant metonymically to stand in
for the other senses — hearing, chiefly — as well as for the perception of spiritual
beauty.) Albert’s theme favors attributes, not necessarily those restricted only to
relations among parts. Aquinas’s formula is particularly well suited to natural and
created things, but with a distinctly Aristotelian emphasis on pleasure, though not
pointedly in application to the fine arts. The novelty of his view may be glimpsed
by contrasting it with the influential, very early view advanced by Basil, who favors
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both a Stoic (or Ciceronian) emphasis on the harmoniously proportioned parts of
complex things and the Neoplatonist emphasis on the indivisible Beauty of the
Absolute (or God), which Basil finds analogously in the simple beauty of gold. Basil
treats the two accounts as fully compatible.

By distinguishing the good and the beautiful, as between the appetitive and
the cognitive (or what is pleasurable when perceived), Aquinas is able to treat
the discrimination of the aesthetic as unique to man: “only Man delights in the
beauty of sensuous things as such” (Aquinas 1942). But he catches up Albert’s
emphasis on objective beauty and notes, in addition, the mixing, say, of non-
aesthetic pleasures, as of odors (perfumes), with the pleasure of perceived
beauty, as of women.

Aquinas makes a considerable number of ‘empirical’ distinctions regarding
kinds of ‘proportion’ bearing on the objective beauty of things in the created
order, in a manner akin to Aristotle’s. Furthermore, in accord with his general
adoption of Aristotle’s approach, he fixes the condition of objective beauty by
reference to the perceivable or cognizable form of the things in question. The
impression persists, though, that Aquinas is thinking more about nature than
about art, or more about ‘art’ in the way of production or manufacture than of
the creation of fine things usually said to be contemplated for their own sake.

In any case, beauty and its perception and the pleasure taken in the thing
perceived (or in the perceiving of it) are keyed to the formal essence of the things
in question. This helps to explain his remark that:

beauty demands the fulfilment of three conditions: the first is integrity, or
perfection, of the thing, for what is defective is, in consequence, ugly; the
second is proper proportion, or harmony; and the third is clarity — thus
things which have glowing color are said to be beautiful.

(Aquinas 1942)

More usually, as in the commentary on the Pseudo-Dionysius, Aquinas features
only the two conditions of proportion and clarity. But both accounts tend to
confirm the primacy of the beautiful in nature; or, in any case, the linkage
between the perception of beauty and the manifestation of essential form.

In this sense, Aquinas emphasizes that ‘art’ — the productive arts construed as
generously as you please — is mimetic with regard to nature, not primarily in the
way of imitating the appearance of natural things (the representational among
the arts) but more in the way of imitating nature’s own productive capacity. In
this sense, Aquinas makes room for the fine arts and, in particular, the repre-
sentational in painting and sculpture. But the representational is not confined to
anything like the fine arts. You may claim to have a fair sense of Aquinas’s
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restrictions on art if you combine his tolerance of entertainment and pleasure
with his conviction that art cannot create new forms. In this respect, his view is
entirely unsympathetic to modern conceptions of the fine arts.

Later developments

There is widespread agreement that aesthetics in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries tends to dwindle in importance and originality, as newer energies came to
favor incipient currents that were to mature in the Renaissance. Certainly Dante,
who is of the generation that follows Aquinas, readily adopts Aquinas’s doctrines
and other conventional views, with the notable exception of his own theme of the
motive power of love in composing poetry. This appears to be a heterodox view,
not clearly reconciled with the rational and cognitive bent of Aquinas’s scheme. The
contributions of Duns Scotus and William of Ockham are noticeably spare and
hardly more than occasional. They are largely credited with reviewing (to the extent
they concern themselves at all with aesthetic issues) the unexplained ambiguities
and complexities of familiar formulations.

By and large, the decline in the influence and importance of medieval
aesthetics, apart from its permanent place in our understanding of the
hermeneutics of Christian art and thought, rests with the general absence of any
commitment to the theologized metaphysics of Creator and Creation in the
evolution of the post-medieval western world. It is abetted, of course, by an
increasing decline in the eminence of the theory of beauty itself and in the
waning of the theory of natural essences. The theory of beauty, however it is
imagined to be grounded in the biological dispositions of humankind, has effec-
tively been detached from any essentialism and increasingly wedded to the
contingencies of cultural history, with the consequence that beauty itself, in the
classical and medieval sense, is now largely of minor importance in the
discussion of the arts.

Doubtless there will always be a need to return to the implications of the
Creator/Creation relationship, insofar as Christianity (or Judaism or Islam)
continues to have an effective role in the direction of the life of some part of the
human family. But the fact remains that Neoplatonism has no reason to expect
a revival, and the Biblical notion of a Creator appears incapable of improving
on the Neoplatonist solution.

Finally, it must be said that the theory of beauty in medieval aesthetics has been
pressed into service, somewhat artificially, as a surrogate for specifically
‘aesthetic concerns. But in modern aesthetics, there is almost unanimous
agreement that there is no sufficient uniformity in the range of what passes for
the ‘aesthetic’ that would justify treating what falls under that blunderbuss as
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conceptually uniform in any notably instructive sense. The recovery of medieval
aesthetics as part of a general ethos cannot but be adversely affected by these and
similar changes, though there is every reason to believe that Augustine and
Aquinas belong to a small company of gifted discussants whose work may be
recovered again and again by some ingenious detachment from their own
particular age and the inventive reclamation of what they say in the context of
historically novel questions.

See also Plato, Aristotle, Beauty.
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Hutcheson and Hume

James Shelley

If philosophical disciplines can be said to define themselves in terms of the
central terms they attempt to define, then modern aesthetics is that discipline
that attempts to define ‘art’ and ‘aesthetic.” The concepts governing both of
these terms derive from the eighteenth century. It is true that the term ‘art” was
long in use before then, but it was not until the eighteenth century that the
artforms now included in what Paul Oskar Kristeller famously calls “the
modern system of the arts” began to be grouped together, and that the term
thus became linked with the concept that now governs it (Kristeller 1951). The
reverse is true of the concept of the aesthetic: though it was not until the
nineteenth century that the term began to be linked, in the English-speaking
world at least, with the concept that now governs it, that concept first took on
recognizable shape early in the eighteenth century (Stolnitz 1961: 142-3). It is
with justice, therefore, that we regard the eighteenth century as the formative
period of modern philosophical aesthetics, since it was only then that its
defining concepts assumed recognizable form, and only then, therefore, that the
modern discipline itself assumed recognizable form.

The writings of eighteenth-century aestheticians thus make a particularly
strong claim on the attention of contemporary aestheticians: their study
promises us the kind of self-understanding that only a study of our origins can
provide. In particular, a study of the philosophical forces that forged our
central concepts promises both to reveal where they are necessary and where
arbitrary, and generally to sharpen understanding of them in something like the
way that a study of etymologies sharpens understanding of the meanings of
words. One caveat must be kept in mind: to say that our central concepts can
be recognized in the writings of eighteenth-century aestheticians is not to say
that those concepts, and their attendant perplexities, have not undergone
change during the past 200 years. Nothing, it seems, impedes our under-
standing of eighteenth-century aesthetics more than the tendency to read
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twentieth-century aesthetics into it. We thus find ourselves in a seemingly
paradoxical position with respect to our eighteenth-century predecessors: we
will not succeed in understanding ourselves without remembering them, but
will not succeed in remembering them without first forgetting ourselves.

We owe our concept of the aesthetic particularly to the British aestheticians
of the eighteenth century: their theories of taste are the direct forebears of our
aesthetic theories. John Locke and the third earl of Shaftesbury stand as their
immediate influences. Locke, who took no interest in matters of taste himself,
provided the empiricist framework within which they worked out their
theories; Shaftesbury convinced them of the philosophical interest of the
concept of taste, though the vein he worked in was perhaps as Neoplatonic
as empiricist (Townsend 1991: 350). We may therefore say that eighteenth-
century British aestheticians placed Shaftesbury’s interest within Locke’s
framework (Kivy 1976: 23). Their most important works include: Joseph
Addison’s papers on “Good Taste” and “The Pleasures of the Imagination”
from the Spectator (1712), Francis Hutcheson’s An Inquiry Concerning
Beauty, Order, Harmony, Design (1973 [1725]), David Hume’s “Of the
Standard of Taste” (1985 [1757]), Edmund Burke’s A Philosophical Enquiry
into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757/1759),
Alexander Gerard’s An Essay on Taste (1759), Lord Kames’s Elements of
Criticism (1762), and Archibald Alison’s Essay on the Nature and Principles
of Taste (1790) (Townsend 1999). Because a summary of the entire period is
not possible here, attention will be confined to the two works that exert the
greatest contemporary influence: Hutcheson’s Inquiry and Hume’s essay. The
latter is universally regarded as the masterpiece of the period: it stands with
Kant’s third Critique as a foundational text of modern aesthetic theory.

Hutcheson

Despite the untidy appearance it presents on a first reading, Hutcheson’s Az
Inquiry Concerning Beauty, Order, Harmony, Design (the first of the two
treatises constituting his Inquiry into the Original of Our Ideas of Beauty and
Virtue (Hutcheson 1973)) can be viewed as a reasonably unified response to
a single question: What is the source of the pleasure we take in beauty? It is
among Hutcheson’s chief merits to have grasped that this question will
remain unanswered so long as our focus remains fixed on objects, as it had in
rival rationalist accounts of beauty. For the source of the pleasure of beauty,
it seems, lies in us as well as in objects, and Hutcheson, accordingly, treats the
question as a compound of two simpler questions. First, what is the source of
the pleasure of beauty in us? And second, what is its source in objects?
Hutcheson’s answer to the first question is that it is in virtue of our

38



EMPIRICISM

possession of an ‘internal sense’ that we take pleasure in objects of beauty;
his answer to the second is that it is in virtue of their possession of
‘uniformity amidst variety’ that objects of beauty give pleasure to us. Though
both answers continue to be sources of inspiration in the twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries, the first is of considerably greater historical moment.
For in carving out a category of internally sensible pleasure, of which the
pleasure of beauty is but one; a corresponding category of internally sensible
properties, of which the property of beauty is but one; and a corresponding
category of internally sensible objects, encompassing both art works and
natural phenomena, Hutcheson fashions the first philosophically sophisti-
cated incarnations of our categories of aesthetic pleasure, aesthetic
properties, aesthetic objects, and so on. In short, and with important modifi-
cations, what was ‘internally sensible’ for Hutcheson has become ‘aesthetic’
for us, and it is on this basis that Hutcheson lays claim to the title of founder
of modern philosophical aesthetics.

Hutcheson opens his Inquiry with the complaint that there are but two
acknowledged categories of pleasures. One is the category of ‘sensible
pleasures,” which comprises those pleasures that arise solely from external
sources, namely the five bodily senses, and which includes the pleasures we
take in colors and in simple sounds. The other is the category of ‘rational
pleasures,” which comprises the pleasures that arise only with the additional
involvement of reason (the only acknowledged internal source), and which is
apparently exhausted by the self-interested pleasures we take in acquiring
things we believe to be personally advantageous and the disinterested
pleasures we take in making intellectual discoveries (Hutcheson 1973:
Inquiry Preface). To establish that the pleasure of beauty falls under neither
category, Hutcheson argues both, one, that the pleasure of beauty cannot
arise with the involvement of reason, and therefore must have its source
solely in the senses, and two, that the pleasure of beauty cannot arise solely
from external sources, and therefore can arise only with the involvement of
some internal source (or sources). By establishing these two points,
Hutcheson forces the acknowledgment of a new category of pleasures: to the
(externally) sensible and the (internally) rational, we must add the internally
sensible, a category consisting of those pleasures that arise only with the
involvement of some internal sense, which includes the pleasure of beauty.

That the pleasure of beauty arises without the involvement of reason, and
is therefore purely sensible, follows, Hutcheson maintains, from the fact that
such pleasure arises ‘naturally,” ‘necessarily,” ‘immediately,” and without
‘increase of knowledge.” The precise meaning he assigns to each element of
this description is a matter of some debate. But what is obviously true of the
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final element appears equally true of the rest: each ascribes a kind of inde-
pendence to the arising of the pleasure of beauty. To say that such pleasure
arises ‘naturally’ is to say that it arises independently of “custom, education,
and example” (Hutchinson 1973, Inquiry sect. VII, art. I). To say that such
pleasure arises ‘necessarily’ is to say that it arises independently of mere acts
of will: no mere “resolution of our own [can] vary the beauty of any object”
(ibid.: sect. I, art. XIII), which means that we can “procure” the pleasure of
beauty only by subjecting ourselves to beautiful objects (ibid.: Preface). To say
that such pleasure arises ‘immediately’ is to say, in effect, that it arises inde-
pendently of self-interest, since the determination of what is or is not in one’s
interest may require “long deductions of reason” (ibid.: Preface). And to say,
finally, that such pleasure arises without ‘increase of knowledge’ is to say that
it arises independently of the kind of disinterested knowledge that we find
exemplified in “knowledge of principles, proportions, and causes” (ibid.: sect.
I, art. XII). (It is worth noting that acquisition of the same knowledge may
give rise either to self-interested or to disinterested pleasure: the pleasure I take
in acquiring the knowledge that e=mc2, for example, will be disinterested if it
arises merely and immediately from the discovery itself, though self-interested
to the degree that it arises from the further realization that I can use this
discovery to make atomic weapons which I can use to destroy my enemies.)
Hutcheson never explains how this fourfold description eliminates reason
as a source of the pleasure of beauty. But to interpret him as maintaining that
each facet of the description suffices individually to eliminate reason is to do
him injustice, for he must be aware that no single facet will. Hutcheson
concedes that all pleasures, sensible and rational, arise necessarily (ibid.:
Preface). Moreover, he concedes that some rational pleasures — the self-
interested ones, specifically — do not arise from “increase of [disinterested]
knowledge,” and that other rational pleasures — those that arise, for example,
from the discovery of “principles, proportions, and causes” — are disinter-
ested, and therefore presumably immediate (ibid.: sect. I, art. XIV). And,
finally, unless he holds the odd view that human beings must be taught to
take pleasure in acquiring objects or knowledge that they believe will serve
their interests, and must additionally be taught to take pleasure in intellectual
discovery, he must also concede that some rational pleasures arise naturally.
Hutcheson, therefore, would appear to hold the following: while some
rational pleasures arise naturally, some immediately, some without increase of
disinterested knowledge, and all necessarily, no single rational pleasure arises
at once naturally, immediately, without disinterested knowledge, and neces-
sarily. That no rational pleasure does so arise, in fact, follows from the
impossibility of any rational pleasure arising both immediately and without
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increase of disinterested knowledge: for all rational pleasures arise from some
kind of knowledge, and all knowledge is either interested or disinterested.
Therefore, given that the pleasure of beauty arises immediately and without
increase of disinterested knowledge (as well as necessarily and naturally), it
follows that reason cannot be a source of the pleasure of beauty. Moreover,
that the pleasure of beauty arises in each of the four ways is consistent with
— in fact, suggestive of — its arising from thoroughly sensible sources. The
pleasure of beauty, therefore, must be purely sensible.

To establish that the pleasure of beauty is internal is simple by comparison.
Hutcheson adduces two basic arguments for the conclusion that the external
senses are by themselves insufficient to account for the pleasure we take in
beauty. One is that some people possess all five external senses, each in perfect
working condition, and are yet incapable of taking pleasure in acknowledged
objects of beauty (Hutcheson 1973, Inquiry sect. 1, art. X). The other is that
not all objects of beauty are objects of external sense: Hutcheson observes, for
example, that we sometimes report being struck by the beauty of certain
particularly economical yet powerful “theorems” or “demonstrated universal
truths,” such as the propositions of Euclid’s geometry or Newton’s gravita-
tional principle. (ibid.: sect. I, art. XI; sect III, arts. I, II, V). To the premise
that the source of pleasure is thoroughly sensible, then, we add the premise
that it arises only with the involvement of some internal source. From these
considerations Hutcheson’s conclusion then follows inescapably: the pleasure
of beauty arises only with the involvement of an internal sense, or equiva-
lently, the pleasure of beauty is internally sensible.

The equivalence of these two ways of putting Hutcheson’s conclusion may
be puzzling. The thesis that the pleasure of beauty is internally sensible,
where Hutcheson’s ‘internally sensible’ means something like our ‘aesthetic,’
may strike us as uninformative. But this is merely an artifact of the ultimate
success of Hutcheson’s project in fashioning a new category to house the
pleasure of beauty. The equivalent thesis that the pleasure of beauty arises via
an internal sense, by contrast, may strike us as far-fetched, for it may seem to
imply the existence of some as yet undiscovered internal, possibly physical,
organ. But ‘sense’ carries no such implication in Hutcheson’s Inguiry, where
it refers merely to the ‘power of receiving ideas’ in response to the ‘action’ of
objects upon us (‘idea,’ following Locke’s usage, refers to any mental entity
that can be the object of consciousness) (ibid.: sect. I, arts. I and IX). That
some senses depend on (physical) organs for the reception of their ideas is
therefore incidental to their classification as senses. To possess the sense of
hearing is simply to be capable of receiving the set of ideas we call ‘sounds’
in response to the action of objects suited to give such ideas; to possess the
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sense of beauty is simply to be capable of receiving the idea we call ‘the
pleasure of beauty’ in response to the action of objects suited to give such
pleasure.

This characterization of the sense of beauty prompts the question what
quality (or complex of qualities) suits an object to give us the pleasure of
beauty: the question, in other words, of the source of the pleasure of beauty
in objects. The answer may seem obvious: it may seem that it is in virtue of
their possession of the quality of beauty that objects give rise to the pleasure
of beauty. Hutcheson rejects this answer not because it is uninformative, but
because it is, strictly speaking, false. Following Locke, Hutcheson thinks of
the idea of beauty as an idea of a secondary quality, which means that beauty
exists as an idea merely, and not as a quality that inheres in objects
(Hutcheson 1973, Inquiry sect. 1, art. XVI). Thus Hutcheson’s quest for the
objective source of beauty can only terminate in the discovery of a quality (or
complex of qualities) that causes the idea of beauty, and that is not (strictly
speaking) the quality of beauty.

The terminus of Hutcheson’s quest, as has been noted, is the discovery of
the quality of ‘uniformity amidst variety,” a ‘compound’ of the qualities of
uniformity and variety (ibid.: sect. II, art. III). Hutcheson’s view, contrary to
what this may appear to suggest, is not that the pleasure of beauty arises from
the proper balance of the opposing qualities of uniformity and variety. It is,
rather that the pleasure of beauty arises from the simple presence of these two
non-opposing, independently variable qualities. The stronger the concentra-
tion of each, the stronger the resulting pleasure (ibid.: sect. II, art. III).
Hutcheson’s notions of uniformity and variety, therefore, are somewhat non-
standard: for ‘uniformity’ he sometimes substitutes ‘order’ and ‘regularity’ and
he seems generally to regard ‘variety’ as synonymous with ‘complexity’ (ibid.:
e.g. sect. VI, arts V-IX). Thus Hutcheson’s thesis, roughly speaking, is that
objects give rise to the pleasure of beauty to the degree they possess complex
order. His chief method of establishing this empirical thesis is to assemble a
diverse body of beautiful objects — natural scenes (ibid.: sect. I, art. V), animal
bodies (ibid.: sect. II, arts. VI-X), music (ibid.: sect. II, art. XIII), architecture
(ibid.: sect. ITI, art. VII), gardens (ibid.: sect. III, art. VII), theorems (ibid.: sect.
I, arts. I-V), and the imitative arts of painting, sculpture, and literary
description (ibid.: sect. IV, arts. I-II) — observing of each that it possesses both
uniformity and variety in high degree (ibid.: sect. II, art. III).

Hutcheson’s attribution of uniformity amidst variety to theorems and
imitative arts calls for clarification and comment. The uniformity amidst
variety of an imitative work consists, he claims, in the unification, via resem-
blance, of original and copy (Hutcheson 1973, Inquiry: sect. VI: art. I); the
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uniformity amidst variety of a theorem (a demonstrated universal truth)
consists, he maintains, in the unification of “an infinite multitude” of partic-
ulars under a single principle (ibid.: sect. III: art. I). The classification of
theorems as objects of beauty yields the pleasing result that Hutcheson’s own
theorem is itself beautiful, unifying, as it does, the most diverse specimens of
beauty under the single principle of uniformity amidst variety. But difficulties
ensue. Hutcheson’s earlier conclusion that the pleasure of beauty is sensible
depends crucially, as noted, on the premise that such pleasure does not arise
from ‘increase of knowledge.” To preserve this conclusion, Hutcheson later
claims that the arising of the pleasure of beauty no more depends on the
knowledge that the ‘beautiful” object possesses uniformity amidst variety than
the arising of the idea of sweetness depends on the knowledge that the ‘sweet’
object possesses the quality (or complex of qualities) responsible for the
arising of that idea (ibid.: sect. II, art. XIV). But it is difficult to see how
Hutcheson can maintain this line with respect to theorems. For what could it
mean to take pleasure in the contemplation of a theorem (as theorem) that
does not depend on the knowledge that the theorem unifies various particu-
lars under a single principle? That a parallel problem arises involving
imitative art works is of greater concern, given their status as paradigms of
beauty. For what could it mean to take pleasure in an imitation (as imitation)
that does not depend on the knowledge that the imitation imitates the
original (Kivy 1995: 352-5)?

In answering his second question, then, Hutcheson appears to undermine
his answer to the first. The conclusion that knowledge, and therefore reason,
plays no role in the taking of aesthetic pleasure proves difficult to sustain
once inquiry descends to the particulars of the objects that provoke it. It is
significant that Hutcheson’s Inguiry should embody precisely this tension:
perhaps none is more characteristic of the tradition it inaugurates.

Hume

Hutcheson’s influence is difficult to perceive in the deceptively difficult “Of
the Standard of Taste,” Hume’s primary contribution to aesthetic theory. This
should not be surprising considering that Hume addresses neither of
Hutcheson’s questions other than to dismiss, without argument, both of
Hutcheson’s answers: Hume takes the pleasure of beauty to arise with the
involvement of both senses and reason, and to have not one but irreducibly
many causes in objects. But both points are incidental to Hume’s larger
project: the seemingly hopeless search for a standard of taste.

Hume attributes the seeming hopelessness of his project to its apparent
incompatibility with the Lockean thesis that “beauty is no quality in things

43



JAMES SHELLEY

themselves,” but merely a ‘sentiment’ in “the mind that contemplates them”
(Hume 1985: 229-30). If beauty were a quality in objects, judgements
concerning their beauty would “have a reference to something beyond
themselves,” namely to “real matter of fact,” that is, to the objects themselves,
and would therefore be true or false according to presence or absence of
beauty in those objects (ibid.: 230). Objects themselves would then provide a
standard for judging individual tastes: good taste would consist in the ability
to perceive beauty in, and only in, objects possessing it. Given, however, that
beauty is merely a ‘sentiment’ of pleasure excited by the perception of objects,
judgements concerning their beauty have “a reference to nothing beyond
[themselves],” and are true or false (if either) according merely to the presence
or absence of pleasure in the mind that perceives them. It thus appears that
there can be no standard of taste, for assuming that we are capable of
detecting the presence or absence of pleasure in our own minds, all judgements
of beauty will be true, and all tastes therefore equally sound (ibid.: 230).
Hume’s strategy is not to dispute the Lockean thesis, but to argue that its
truth does not preclude the existence of a standard of taste. At the basis of
Hume’s argument is a partition of what might be called ‘the mechanism of
taste’ into two stages: a perceptual stage, in which we perceive qualities in
objects, and an affective stage, in which we feel the pleasurable sentiments of
beauty, or the displeasurable sentiments of ‘deformity,” that arise from our
perceptions of those qualities. Because we pass through both stages in
arriving at judgements of taste, differences in such judgements will divide into
two categories: those arising merely at the latter stage, and which are
therefore purely affective, and those arising in the former stage, and which
are therefore perceptual in origin. Insofar as differences in taste are purely
affective, insofar as they are merely differences in taste, Hume concedes that
there is simply “no room to give the one the preference above the other”
(ibid.: 244). But insofar as differences in taste arise from differences in
perception, Hume believes that we have a standard for preferring some tastes
above others because we have a standard for preferring some perceptions
above others. Since we regard perceptions as accurate or inaccurate as they
represent or fail to represent the nuances of the objects to which they refer,
we may regard sentiments as ‘right’ or (presumably) ‘wrong’ as they arise
from accurate or inaccurate perceptions (ibid.: 230). The questions whether
and when there is a standard of taste thus reduce to the questions whether
and when differences in taste result from differences in perception. When
differences in taste do result from differences in perception, the former fall
heir to the standard of the latter, and so end up having the very standard the
Lockean thesis seemed to have deprived them of: “real matter of fact.”
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Hume opens his essay by conceding what is “too obvious not to have fallen
under every one’s observation”: that a “great variety of Taste . . . prevails in
the world” (Hume 1985: 226). Amidst that great variety, however, Hume
remarks conspicuous instances of uniformity: the “same HOMER,” for
example, “who pleased at ATHENS and ROME two thousand years ago, is
still admired at PARIS and at LONDON” (ibid.: 233). That the works of
Homer, Virgil, Terence, and Cicero, among presumably many others, have
pleased minds in such diverse places and times indicates that they possess
qualities that the mind, by its nature, takes pleasure in perceiving (ibid.: 233,
243). That the mind naturally takes pleasure in the perception of certain
properties — and displeasure, he presumes, in the perception of certain others
— means that it operates according to what Hume calls ‘principles of taste’ or
‘rules of art’’ principles stating simply that the perception of certain
properties of objects always gives rise to pleasurable sentiments of beauty, or
to displeasurable sentiments of ‘deformity,” in the human mind (ibid.: 231-4).
Hume’s interest in positing principles of taste — principles asserting universal
causal links between the two stages of the mechanism of taste — is perhaps
clear: insofar as the mind operates according to them, differences in taste can
only be perceptual in origin, for insofar as uniform perceptions of objects
lead inevitably to uniform affective responses, divergent affective responses
lead inevitably back to divergent perceptions. It therefore follows that when,
for example, we fail to take pleasure in works possessing properties “fitted by
nature” (ibid.: 235) to please us, the blame falls neither on works, nor on
principles, but on us. “Some particular forms or qualities, from the original
structure of the internal fabric, are calculated to please,” Hume writes, “and
if they fail of their effect in any particular instance, it is from some apparent
defect or imperfection in the organ” (ibid.: 233).

Hume devotes considerable attention to cataloging and describing the
defects that prevent our taking pleasure in works ‘fitted by nature’ to please
us. His catalogue includes five items: one, lack of ‘delicacy,” two, lack of
‘good sense,’ three, failure to have practiced, four, failure to have formed
comparisons, and five, prejudice. Delicacy is the ability to perceive each of
the ‘ingredients’, or aesthetically relevant properties, of works perceivable by
the senses, particularly those that are difficult to detect because they are
overshadowed by other properties or present only in small degree (Hume
1985: 234-7). Good sense is the ability to perceive each of the ingredients or
properties of works perceivable by reason, such as “the mutual relation and
correspondence” of a work’s parts, or the suitability of a work to achieve the
particular end for which it was designed (ibid.: 240). To possess both delicacy
and good sense is presumably to possess the ability to perceive all the
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aesthetically relevant properties of works. Hume recommends practice, it
appears, merely as the best method to acquire both delicacy and good sense
(ibid.: 237-8). The formation of comparisons “between the several species
and degrees of excellence” enables one to assign the proper comparative
weight to each pleasure occasioned by the perception of each ingredient
(ibid.: 238). To be prejudiced with respect to a work is to allow pleasures or
displeasures arising from extraneous factors, such as biases for or against the
artist’s person or culture, to distort one’s response to the work (ibid.:
239-40). We may summarize, then, by saying that persons free from each of
these five defects are persons whose affective response to art works arises
from the properly weighted perceptions of only and all the aesthetically
relevant properties of those works. We may simplify still further, perhaps, by
saying that persons free from the five defects are persons whose affective
response to art works arises from the ideal perception of those works. Hume
refers to persons free from the five defects as ‘true judges,” and concludes that
“the joint verdict of such, wherever they are to be found, is the true standard
of taste and beauty” (ibid.: 241).

Understanding the basis of Hume’s conclusion requires a grasp of the
somewhat elusive relation between principles of taste and true judges. This
may best be illustrated by example. Suppose that my verdict with respect to
some particular art work differs from the verdict of a true judge: the true judge
responds with a balance of pleasure over displeasure and I do not. Suppose,
further, that universal principles of taste govern both responses: we are both
disposed, given the common nature of our minds, to take the same pleasures
and displeasures in the perception of the aesthetically relevant properties of
the work. In such a case, the divergence in affective response can be explained
only by a divergence in perception, presumably from the true judge’s success
and my failure to have perceived certain of the work’s aesthetically relevant
properties. The only way I can now avoid conceding that the true judge’s
response is superior to mine, and not merely different from it, is to maintain
that the true judge’s perception is not superior to mine, but merely different
from it. But I cannot maintain this: “the sentiments of all mankind are agreed”
in acknowledging it “to be the perfection of every sense or faculty to perceive
with exactness its most minute objects, and allow nothing to escape its notice
and observation” (Hume 1985: 236). It follows, therefore, that where there
exist universal principles linking the perception of the properties of a work to
the arousal of sentiments of pleasure and displeasure in the mind, where, in
other words, we would all respond uniformly to a work if we only ideally
perceived it, the response of the true judge is the ideal response because the
perception of the true judge is ideal perception.
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Hume acknowledges, however, the existence of cases in which principles of
taste do not fully govern our affective responses: cases, in other words, in which
differences in affective response do not result entirely from differences in
perception. He notes, near the essay’s end, that in addition to the five mainly
perceptual defects under which “the generality of men labour” (Hume 1985:
241), there exist two additional sources of diversity of taste: “the different
humours of particular men” and “the particular manners and opinions of our age
and country” (ibid.: 243). Such constitutional and cultural differences, Hume
maintains, will bring about divergent affective responses to the perception of
certain properties of art works, which means that no principles of taste will
specify those properties, and that uniform perceptions of works possessing them
will not necessarily issue in uniform affective responses. When differences in taste
with respect to such works arise without perceptual basis, then they are mere
differences in taste, and “we seek in vain for a standard, by which to reconcile the
contrary sentiments” (ibid.: 244). It is because of the possibility of such
‘blameless’ differences in taste that Hume maintains that we have a standard of
taste only when true judges render a joint verdict. To say that a verdict of true
judges is joint is to say that is the verdict that any ideal perceiver would give,
regardless of particular constitution or cultural background: a verdict jointly
rendered by true judges, it turns out, just is a verdict governed by principles of
taste. There is a sense in which such verdicts belong to us all. They are fully
expressive of our own affective dispositions; they are fully expressive, we might
say, of our own tastes. They are the verdicts we would all give, if only we
perceived better: the verdicts of our perceptually better selves.

One element of Hume’s account has not aged well. In asserting that a
property that pleases in one art work will please equally in all, Hume ignores
a crucial role that context is now recognized to play in the value of art works:
no property of art works, we now realize, is everywhere a merit. But it is far
from clear that a more nuanced account of principles cannot calm contextu-
alist worries while accomplishing what Hume’s theory asks of it. Moreover,
there is nothing in Hume’s theory that drives his particular account of
principles: it should be possible to substitute a sophisticated version with
little violence to the rest of the theory. The rest is worth saving. In distin-
guishing mere differences of taste from perceptually based differences of
taste, and in then arguing that the latter must have a standard in “real matter
of fact,” Hume provides a basis for understanding aesthetic norms that is as
promising as any our discipline has seen.

See also The aesthetic, Aesthetic universals, Taste, Beauty, Value of art, Kant,
Sibley.
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5
KANT

Donald W. Crawford

Immanuel Kant’s seminal work, the Critique of Judgement (Kritik der
Urteilskraft), published in 1790 (Kant 1951 [1790]), is generally regarded as
the foundational treatise in modern philosophical aesthetics. Plato’s Ion and
Republic, along with Aristotle’s Poetics, were the major writings of the
ancients; and there were earlier eighteenth-century writings both on the
European continent (Leibnitz, Baumgarten) and in England (such as
Shaftesbury, Addison, Burke and Hume). But no integration of aesthetic
theory into a complete philosophical system predates Kant’s third Critique,
and its importance and influence is as evident today as in the decades
following its publication.

Kant directed his attention to aesthetics relatively late in his philosophical
career, having already completed most of his major works, such as the Critique
of Pure Reason (1781), Prolegomena to Amy Future Metaphysics (1783),
Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (1785), and the Critique of Practical
Reason (1788). During his pre-critical period, he had written a minor essay,
Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime (1764), which
consisted almost entirely of socio-anthropological speculations.

Until the late 1780’s, Kant did not consider what we know today as
aesthetics to be a legitimate subject for philosophy. He denied the possibility
of principles of taste, holding that our judgements about beauty are based
simply on pleasure, and being entirely subjective are only a fit topic for
empirical studies (anthropology or history). Nor did he regard aesthetic
perception as related to the realm of cognitive judgement, understanding and
ideas. But Kant’s drive for philosophical systemmaticity led him to reconsider
whether a critical examination of our faculty of feeling pleasure might
discover a third branch of philosophy that would join theoretical philosophy
(metaphysics) and practical philosophy (ethics) in being based on a priori
principles. The Critique of Pure Reason had uncovered a priori conditions for
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making objective, universally valid empirical judgements, both ordinary and
scientific. Space and time are the a priori conditions of our being affected by
things (Sensibility) and the categories are the a priori conditions of making
judgements (Understanding). The Critique of Practical Reason had discovered
a priori conditions for making objective, universally valid moral judgements.
The question for the Critique of Judgement, then, was whether there are a
priori conditions for making judgements based on pleasure, with Kant taking
as his paradigm the type of judgement everyone believes is based on feeling
pleasure, namely the judgement that something is beautiful.

Kant’s epistemology and metaphysics are based on a division between
Sensibility and Understanding. Sensibility is the passive ability to be affected by
things by receiving sensations, but this is not yet at the level of thought or even
experience in any meaningful sense. Understanding, on the other hand, is non-
sensible; it is discursive and works with general concepts, not individual intuitions;
it is the active faculty of producing thoughts. Ordinary experience comes about
through the synthesis of these two powers of the mind: the material of sensation
coming to be grasped as ordered under a concept, thus resulting in a thought (or
judgement), such as “This [what I am looking at and is giving me visual sensations]
is a book.” By ‘judgement’ Kant simply means experience that results in a claim or
assertion about something or, even more generally, an awareness that something is
the case. The judgement that something is beautiful he calls a ‘judgement of taste.’

The analytic of the beautiful

The beginning section of the Critique of Judgement is titled the “Analytic of the
Beautiful,” which Kant says consists in an analysis of “what is required in order to
call an object beautiful” (Kant 1951: §1n). It is divided into four “Moments,”
corresponding to the headings of the table of judgements in the Critique of Pure
Reason (A70 = B9S5): quantity, quality, relation and modality. The fit of the
judgement of taste to this table is strained, but the structure serves Kant’s purpose
of systematic elucidations of the formal properties of judgements of taste, and these
elucidations — rather than the architectonic structure — are the heart of his aesthetic
theory. They consist in detailed analyses of that to which we are committing
ourselves in making a judgement of taste. At the same time, parts of these sections
go beyond mere analysis, anticipating and overlapping the content of later sections.

Disinterested pleasure

The judgement of taste is the judgement that something is or is not beautiful. The
First Moment (Quality) of the “Analytic of the Beautiful” concludes that in order to
call an object beautiful one must judge it to be “the object of an entirely disinterested
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[obne alles Interesse] satisfaction or dissatisfaction” (§1). Thus when beauty is
affirmed of the object there is additional content to this affirmation, namely the
ability of the object to provide satisfaction to those who judge it disinterestedly.

How does Kant reach this conclusion? He begins with the observation that the
judgement of taste is an aesthetic judgement, which he contrasts with a cognitive
judgement. In making a cognitive judgement I refer my experiential content to an
object by means of a concept: for example, I judge that this (what I am aware of)
is print on paper. When I make an aesthetic judgement, on the other hand, I refer
the experiential content back to my own subjective state. In judging something to
be beautiful, what one is aware of (a painting, a building, a flower) is referred
“back to the subject and to its feeling of life, under the name of the feeling of
pleasure or displeasure” (Kant 1951: §1). Thus, generically, judgements of taste
are a subset of that type of judgement that says that something is pleasing to
apprehend; they are therefore subjective rather than objective judgements.

Kant then differentiates the pleasure in the beautiful from other pleasures,
by claiming that it is not based on any interest, but is “a disinterested and free
satisfaction; for no interest, either of sense or of reason, here forces our
assent” (Kant 1951: §2). The pleasure we feel in finding something beautiful
is not a pleasure based on any interest we have in an object’s simply gratifying
our senses, such as candy satisfying a craving for sweetness. Nor is it a
pleasure based on finding that an object serves a desired practical use (this is
the mediately good or the useful). Nor is it a pleasure based on finding that it
fulfills moral requirements (this is the morally good). The pleasure in the
beautiful, in contrast to the above, is not based on any interest in the existence
of an object; it is “merely contemplative” (ibid.: §5).

Although this explanation of the pleasure in the beautiful as a disinterested
pleasure seems merely negative, the notions of free contemplation and
reflection anticipate Kant’s attempt to show the legitimacy of the judgement of
taste as a unique type of judgement. For contemplation and reflection are
absent in the case of what pleases merely through sensation, and in judging
what is useful or moral, the acts of reflection and contemplation are not free
but constrained by definite concepts.

Universal pleasure

The Second Moment (Quantity, §{§6-9), begins to make this clearer, although
the compact text is difficult because Kant goes far beyond merely analyzing the
judgement of taste, and anticipates justifying its legitimacy as a class of
judgement based on an a priori principle. Its conclusion, that “the beautiful is
that which pleases universally without [requiring] a concept” (Kant 1951: §9),
is badly put, since it is plainly false: a beautiful thing does not please everyone.

53



DONALD W. CRAWFORD

The more warranted conclusion is the title given to §6: “the beautiful is that
which apart from concepts is represented [vorgestellt wird] as the object of a
universal satisfaction.”

Just as the First Moment encapsulates the common sense notion that one
judges something to be beautiful based on the pleasure one feels in appre-
hending it, so the Second Moment enshrines our belief that the pleasure in the
beautiful is not wholly subjective but has some basis that justifies our thinking
that others should find the object beautiful as well, while fully recognizing that
not everyone will in fact agree with us. Hence Kant says “the judgement of
taste itself does not postulate the agreement of everyone” (ibid.: §8). Rather,
in saying that something is beautiful we think that others should agree with us,
which is not the case if we simply say that something is pleasing to us (like the
smell of garlic). Kant calls this feature of judgements of taste their “subjective
universality” (ibid.: §6).

Kant argues for this universality thesis in two ways, first through the concept
of disinterestedness. If one believes the pleasure in finding something beautiful
is not owing to any interest, then one naturally concludes that the pleasure does
not depend on any private conditions but “must be regarded as grounded on
what he can presuppose in every other person ... Consequently the judgement
of taste, accompanied with the consciousness of separation from all interest,
must claim validity for everyone” (Kant 1951: §6). Secondly, Kant appeals to
semantic considerations:

to say “This object is beautiful for me” is laughable, while it makes
perfect sense to say “It is pleasant fo me” . . . not only as regards the taste
of the tongue, the palate, and the throat, but for whatever is pleasant to
anyone’s eyes and ears.

(Kant 1951: §7)

Thus to say that something is beautiful is (linguistically) to claim universality for
one’s judgement.

An additional conclusion of the Second Moment is that this implied univer-
sality “does not rest on concepts of objects (not even on empirical ones)” (Kant
1951: §8), and hence is not objective but only subjective universality. Kant
thinks this follows from that fact that judgements of taste cannot be proved:
“there can be no rule according to which anyone is to be forced to recognize
anything as beautiful”(ibid.: §8). This theme recurs in Section 34, where Kant
emphasizes that no syllogism can force one’s assent to a judgement of taste, but
that judging something to be beautiful requires that one must immediately feel
pleasure in experiencing the object. Later this same theme forms the ‘thesis’ of
the “Antinomy of Taste” (ibid.: §56).
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At this point Kant’s explication of judgements of taste leads to what looks
like an insoluble problem. The judgement of taste is based on the feeling of
pleasure but also claims universal validity; yet judgements of taste cannot be
proved since they do not rest on concepts or rules. Hence it must be the feeling
of pleasure itself that one postulates is universally communicable. How can
that be? Kant faces this crucial question in §9, which he says “is the key to the
critique of taste.” The brief answer is that a pleasure can be universally
communicable only if it is based not on mere sensation but rather on a state
of mind that is universally communicable. And since the only universally
communicable states of mind are cognitive states, somehow the pleasure in the
beautiful must be based on cognition. Since the judgement of taste is not
cognitive in the defining sense of making reference to a concept, though, the
pleasure underlying the judgement of taste cannot be based on a particular (or
determinate) cognitive state of mind, but only on “cognition in general” (Kant
1951: §9). Kant identifies this with the free play of the cognitive faculties —
imagination and understanding — in harmony with one another, a harmony we
are aware of only through the feeling of pleasure. So the pleasure in the
beautiful is dependent on judging (estimating, appraising) the object, which
activity is the free play of the cognitive faculties, and the pleasure comes about
when the faculties are felt to be in harmony, attaining “that proportionate
accord [Stimmung] which we require for all cognition” (ibid.: §9). It is as if
cognition had successfully occurred, only the result is not the determinate
cognition of a conceptual judgement. Nonetheless, the judgement takes the
form of a conceptual judgement, since we speak of beauty “as if it were a
property of things” and say “the thing is beautiful” (ibid.: §7).

The form of purposiveness

The Third Moment (Relation) purports to explain what is being related to in the
judgement that something is beautiful, the content of the judgement of taste. Kant
concludes that it is the form of the purposiveness or finality [Zweckmdssigkeit]
of an object, insofar far as this is perceived in it without any representation of a
purpose or end [Zweck] (Kant 1951: §17). This claim is complex. The straight-
forward part is that pleasure in the beautiful is owing to the perceived form of the
object, in contrast to sensations or concepts of it.

Kant argues that a pure judgement of taste cannot be based on pleasures of
charm or emotion (Kant 1951: §13), nor simply on empirical sensations such
as charming colors or pleasing tones (ibid.: §14), nor on a definite concept
(ibid.: §16), but only on formal properties. These are essentially spatial and
temporal relations, as manifested in the spatial delineation or design
(Zeichnung) of figures and the temporal composition (Komposition) of tones
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(ibid.: §14). Ornamentation or elements of charm or emotion may attract us to
beautiful objects, but judging them purely in terms of beauty requires us to
abstract from these elements and reflect only on their form. To this extent Kant
advances a formalist aesthetics.

The more difficult part of the Third Moment concerns Kant’s concept (or
perhaps multiple concepts) of “purposiveness without purpose” (Kant 1951:
§10), “the mere form of purposiveness,””subjective purposiveness” (ibid.:
§11), “formal purposiveness” (ibid.: §12), “formal subjective purposiveness”
(ibid.: §12), and “purposive form” (ibid.: §15). The key here is the concept of
purpose, which Kant defines in general as “that whose concept can be
regarded as the ground of the possibility of the object itself” (ibid.: §15). To
say that an object (say a knife) has a purpose is to say that the concept of its
being the way it is, having the form it has, came first and is the cause of its
existence. It was intended to be the way it is: we “place the cause of this form
in a will” (ibid.: §10). The knife’s form makes sense because we understand
what it is supposed to be; it has a purpose. But experiencing a thing’s beauty
must be different from apprehending its form as reflecting a definite purpose.
For this would be to consider it either as something that gratifies us through
sensation (thus serving only our individual, subjective purposes), or as serving
an objective, useful purpose; and neither of these would satisfy the condition
that a judgement of taste not be based on interest or concepts. Kant’s funda-
mental claim is that we can find an object to be purposive in its form even
though we do not conceptualize a definite purpose; and this harmony in its
form belies a harmony in our cognitive powers (imagination and under-
standing) in our reflection on the object, which harmony is itself the pleasure
we experience when we find an object beautiful (ibid.: §12).

Necessary pleasure

The final Moment of the “Analytic of the Beautiful” is that of Modality
(§§18-22). Kant concludes that “the beautiful is that which without any
concept is cognized as the object of a necessary satisfaction” (Kant 1951: §22).
The beautiful has a necessary reference to satisfaction (ibid.: §18), since when
we find something beautiful we think that everyone ought to give their
approval and also describe it as beautiful. This cannot be a theoretical,
objective necessity, since we cannot prove that everyone will feel the same
pleasure; nor can it be a practical necessity, since we cannot prove that
everyone ought to act in a specific way. Rather, Kant says, the necessity is
“exemplary” (ibid.: §18), “subjective” and “conditioned”, based on a
“ground that is common to all” (ibid.: §19). He describes this as a “common
sense” (ibid.: §20) — “a subjective principle which determines [viz. necessi-
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tates] what pleases or displeases only by feeling and not by concepts, but yet
with universal validity” (ibid.: §20). This common sense is exemplary — an
ideal or norm — but is presupposed by us in making judgements of taste.

The deduction of judgements of taste

Strictly speaking, the “Analytic of the Beautiful” was only supposed to “show
what is required in order to call an object beautiful” (Kant 1951: §1n): that is,
to give an explanation of what a judgement of taste means. In fact in this
division Kant also begins to discuss the problem that he later says subsumes the
Critiqgue of Judgement under transcendental philosophy: whether one can
provide a ‘deduction’ (show the legitimacy) of a class of judgement “which
imputes the same satisfaction necessarily to everyone” (ibid.: §36). This is the
key question of philosophical aesthetics: is it legitimate to make a judgement
based merely on the pleasure experienced in perceptually apprehending
something, while implying that everyone ought to agree? By insisting that the
implied universality and necessity of judgements of taste require philosophical
legitimization (deduction), Kant believes he has established a link to “the general
problem of transcendental philosophy: how are synthetical a priori judgements
possible?”(ibid.: §36).

The path to an answer is initiated in the “Analytic of the Beautiful.” In
Section 9, Kant claims the pleasure in the beautiful must be based on “cognition
in general,” which is described as the harmony of the cognitive faculties (imag-
ination and understanding) in free play: that is, not determined by concepts. In
§11, this harmony is characterized as the representation of the mere form of
purposiveness by which an object is given to us. In {135, the determining ground
of the judgement is “the feeling (or internal sense) of that harmony in the play
of the mental powers, so far as it can be felt in sensation.” And finally in §21
the harmony is described as “a subjective condition of cognition,” an
“accordance [Stimmmung] of the cognitive powers” that is “only determined by
feeling (not according to concepts).” Thus the judgement of taste presupposes
or postulates the universal capacity to experience this feeling, which Kant refers
to as a “common sense” (ibid.: §§20-22).

The section of the Critique of Judgement actually titled “Deduction of [Pure]
Aesthetical Judgements” (Kant 1951: §§30-40) sets up the key issue in the
same way posed by the “Analytic of the Beautiful”: the need to justify the
implied universality and necessity of the judgement of taste, a judgement based
on perceptual pleasure and not susceptible of proof through appeal to definite
rules or principles. This justification can only succeed by reference to cognition,
and specifically to the subjective conditions for making judgements in general.
Kant thus claims that “the judgement of taste must rest on a mere sensation of
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the reciprocal activity of the imagination in its freedom and the understanding
with its conformity to law” (ibid.: §35). The conclusion of the Deduction is
clearly stated in §38: it is legitimate to impute to everyone the pleasure we
experience in the beautiful because, first, we are claiming that it rests on that
subjective element that we rightly can presuppose in everyone as requisite for
cognition in general, because otherwise we would not be able to communicate
with one another, and second, we are also assuming that our judgement of taste
is pure: that is, not affected by charm, emotion, the mere pleasantness of
sensation, or even concepts.

Experiencing beauty is thus, for Kant, a doubly reflective process. We
reflect on the spatial and temporal form of the object by exercising our
powers of judgement (imagination and understanding), and we acknowledge
the beauty of an object when we come to be aware through the feeling of
pleasure of the harmony of these faculties, which awareness comes by
reflecting on our own mental states. In §40 Kant again takes up the idea of a
‘common sense,’ first introduced in §20, and characterizes it as “an effect of
mere reflection upon the mind,” which we experience “not as a thought, but
as an internal feeling of a purposive state of the mind” (Kant 1951: §40).

The sublime

Kant’s examples of the sublime in nature are similar to those used by English
theorists and found in the geography and travel books of the time, of which
he was an avid reader. He refers to the wide ocean disturbed by a storm, the
starry heavens, mountain peaks rising to great heights, and deep chasms with
raging torrents. By confining his attention to the sublime in nature, he almost
completely ignores the sublime in art. The basic components of Kant’s theory
of the sublime are not original, but rather are a synthesis of various British and
German doctrines. Kant’s uniqueness lies in his thoroughly secular treatment
and the integrating of the sublime into his philosophical system.

In the “Analytic of the Sublime,” Kant develops a twofold division into the
mathematically sublime and the dynamically sublime, which relate respectively
to nature’s vastness and power. Both divisions relate to formlessness, our
inability to apprehend nature in definite spatio-temporal measures.

We experience the mathematically sublime in encountering and reflecting
upon natural objects of great magnitude, such as the sea, huge mountains, vast
deserts, the night sky. By selecting some unit of measure (such as a meter) and
working logically according to a rule, we can estimate the size of such natural
objects. This process of estimating vast magnitudes can continue indefinitely.
There is nothing surprising in this, nor anything sublime. The sublime occurs,
Kant says, when in this process of logical estimation “the mind listens to the
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voice of reason” (Kant 1951: §26), which demands a totality and urges us to
comprehend the vastness in one intuition, a single presentation for all the
members of the progressively increasing series. At some point we realize we
cannot do this, that no standard of sense apprehension is adequate to the idea
of the infinite. This frustrating realization of the inherent limitations of our
powers leads to a feeling of displeasure. And yet our ability to think of that
which is great beyond all comparison must mean we have a supersensible
ability, “a faculty of the mind that surpasses every standard of sense” (ibid.:
§26): a faculty which exercises dominion over our own sensible powers (that
is, nature in us), always directing us toward a more adequate sensible repre-
sentation of our ideas, as we strive for a greater and greater totality of
systematic knowledge.

The initial displeasure or frustration felt in trying to apprehend that which is
too great even for our imagination arises from an apparent conflict between our
faculties (sense intuition versus comprehension by reason). But it yields a
pleasure if, through this very conflict, we are made aware of the power of our
reason to direct sensibility and judgement. Kant says that our feeling of respect
for the extensive natural object (such as the vast ocean) in the experience of the
sublime is a subreption: a “conversion of respect for the idea of humanity in our
own subject into respect for the object” that occasions this idea of our own
power of reason over our sensibility (nature in us) (Kant 1951: §27).

We experience the dynamically sublime in reflecting upon extremely powerful
natural objects and phenomena that are capable of exciting fear:

bold, overhanging, and as it were threatening rocks; clouds piled up in the
sky, moving with lightning flashes and thunder peals; volcanoes in all their
violence of destruction; hurricanes with their track of devastation; the
boundless ocean in a state of tumult; the lofty waterfall of a mighty river,
and such like.

(Kant 1951: §28)

Once again, according to Kant, we experience a displeasure, this time caused
by the realization of the inadequacy of our physical powers of resistance to
nature’s might. Although we are literally helpless in the face of the forces of
we can regard an object as fearful without being
afraid of it” (ibid.: §28), as we notice when we feel secure from actual danger

13

nature, Kant argues that

in the presence of such forces. Nature’s might makes us recognize our own
physical impotence, considered as beings of nature, but at the same time nature
discloses to us our unique power of a different kind of resistance. We can come
to realize that nature has no dominion over us, even over our physical and
sensory responses, since we have the ability, through the use of our reason, to

59



DONALD W. CRAWFORD

direct our sensible faculties not to feel fear in fearful circumstances. On Kant’s
view, the awareness of this power of reason over sensibility produces the
pleasure marking the feeling of the dynamically sublime.

Kant insists that we speak imprecisely in saying that a natural object is
sublime. Sublimity, he maintains, is not really a characteristic of nature; it is a
property of the human mind. “Thus the wide ocean, disturbed by the storm,
cannot be called sublime. Its aspect is horrible” (Kant 1951: §23). This
sublimity in the mind is a form of human self-awareness, through feeling, of a
transcendental power of the human mind. In Kant’s language, it is the
consciousness that we are superior to nature within us and therefore also
superior to nature without us, insofar as it influences us (ibid.: §28). What is
it within us that Kant believes is “superior to nature”? Kant’s metaphysics
surfaces here, as he refers to his Critique of Pure Reason doctrine that behind
the empirical, causally-determined self of the empirical world there lies a
supersensible, noumenal self possessing free will. The mathematically and
dynamically sublime thus are two modes of our supersensible freedom
revealing itself and thus providing pleasure in the realization of our nature and
destiny.

Judgements on the sublime are aesthetic judgements since they are based on
pleasure, although the pleasure arises indirectly. Kant maintains that they
exactly parallel judgements of taste in claiming to be universally valid, devoid of
interest, subjectively purposive, and necessary (Kant 1951: §24). However he
claims that the universality and necessity claimed by judgements on the sublime,
unlike judgements of taste, do not require a deduction separate from their
analysis, because they make no reference to an object judged in terms of its form
(recall reference to nature’s formlessness), but only to a state of mind.

Natural beauty

Kant’s first characterization of natural beauty in the Critique of Judgement
begins with the remark: “natural beauty . . . brings with it a purposiveness in
its form by which the object seems to be, as it were, preadapted to our
judgement, and thus constitutes in itself an object of satisfaction” (Kant 1951:
§23). Here Kant seems to think that natural beauty is the exemplar of the
‘purposiveness of form’ that he earlier (ibid.: §14) claimed was the basis of
pleasure underlying the judgement of taste.

The second discussion of natural beauty is reflected in Kant’s doctrine of
free and dependent beauty (ibid.: §16). Kant says that flowers are “free
natural beauties” (§16) in that we do not consider their (reproductive) purpose
in viewing them merely as to their form. When they please in themselves, our
judgements of their beauty are pure. This contrasts with judgements that

60



KANT

attribute beauty based on an object’s realization of “a concept of its
perfection,” how good a thing is of its kind, for example “human beauty . . .
the beauty of a horse, or a building (be it church, palace, arsenal, or summer
house)” (ibid.: §16). Kant implies that in judging a building to be a beautiful
church, we consider its form as dependent on the purpose a church serves,
whereas in judging it as free beauty, we either do not know or do not consider
its purpose. Nature provides us with the most accessible examples of free
beauty.

Kant’s third discussion of natural beauty explores whether “the mere
universal communicability of feelings must carry in itself an interest for us
with it” (Kant 1951: §40). He denies this with respect to art, but concludes
that if beautiful forms of nature interest someone immediately, “we have
reason for attributing to him at least the basis for a good moral disposition”
(ibid.: §42). Kant’s reasoning is contorted, but relates to his view that we are
intent on finding whether our ideas have objective reality. We have an interest
in nature being suitable for our powers of judgement, and experience pleasure
when we find it so. Kant says this interest is akin to the moral. For morality is
only possible if there is an accord between nature and our exercise of free will,
if the ends proposed by reason can be actualized in the natural world.
However, this purposiveness of natural beauty for our faculties cannot be
shown to be real; it is only ideal (ibid.: §58). When nature appears beautiful,
it is as if it were designed for our reflective powers of judgement. The beautiful
in nature gives us an indication that natural laws and our mental powers are
in harmony, a harmony which is necessary if we are to create a moral world:
a kingdom of ends.

Fine art and artistic genius

“Nature is beautiful because it looks like art, and art can only be called
beautiful if we are conscious of it as art while yet it looks like nature” (Kant
1951: §45). The beautiful in nature appears as if it were designed, made in
accordance with rules of art. Fine art [schdne Kunst] differs from nature since
it is the product of human freedom; it must appear spontaneous although rules
may be followed precisely in producing it. Art differs from science in requiring
skill in addition to knowledge; it differs from handicraft since its production
requires more than following rules (ibid.: §43).

Kant’s doctrine of artistic creativity became the cornerstone of Romanticism.
Fine art is the art of the artistic genius, who has “a talent for producing that
for which no definite rule can be given” (ibid.: §46) — something original and
exemplary which serves as a model for others. Genius is an innate talent that
cannot be taught, and the creative process is ineffable, even to the artist (ibid.:
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§§47, 49). Genius requires creative imagination, “creating another nature, as it
were, out of the material that actual nature gives it,” working that material
“into something different which surpasses nature” (ibid.: §49). The animating
principle of the mind behind such creative activity is spirit [Geist], which Kant
characterizes as “the faculty of presenting aesthetical ideas” (ibid.: §49).
Aesthetic ideas are the content of works of art; they are linked to concepts, but
not determined by them. In art they are the symbolic presentations of rational
ideas (such as love, death, envy) through sensible intuitions (such as images in
representational painting or poetry).

Success in presenting aesthetical ideas in works of fine art requires more
than creative imagination, however. In particular it requires judgement or
taste. “Genius can only furnish rich material for the products of fine art; its
execution and its form require talent cultivated in the schools, in order to
make such a use of this material as will stand examination by the judgement”
(Kant 1951: §47). Genius must be trained and cultivated, “for all the
abundance of the [imagination] produces in lawless freedom nothing but
nonsense” (ibid.: §50). In fact, Kant suggests that if imagination and
judgement conflict in the creation of art, imagination should be limited by
judgement and understanding, otherwise communication in the expression of
aesthetic ideas — the ultimate aim of art — will not succeed (ibid.: §50).

Kant’s treatment of the fine arts concludes with cursory analyses of the
individual arts, an attempt to classify the fine arts in terms of their similarities
and differences (ibid.: §51), and a brief comparison of their relative worth in
terms of ability to express aesthetic ideas, stimulate mental activity, and
promote culture (ibid.: §53).

Aesthetics and morality

Kant discusses the relation between aesthetics and morality in three different
places. The first is the “General Remark” following §29, in which he says that
both the beautiful and the sublime are purposive in reference to moral feeling:
“The beautiful prepares us to love disinterestedly something, even nature itself;
the sublime prepares us to esteem something highly even in opposition to our own
(sensible) interest.”

Then in §42 Kant maintains “that to take an immediate interest in the beauty
of nature (not merely to have taste in judging it) is always the mark of a good
soul.” It is an interest akin to moral interest, because the latter requires an
interest in nature conforming to our faculties. But Kant denies an analogous
relationship between an immediate interest in fine art and the moral.

Kant’s final discussion of the relationship between beauty and morality
occurs in “Of Beauty as the Symbol of Morality” (Kant 1951: §59) and “Of
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the Method of Taste”(ibid.: §60). The meaning and significance of these
sections and their relevance to Kant’s ‘deduction’ of judgements of taste have
been variously interpreted, but at a minimum Kant seems to think there is an
analogy between the two realms. The pleasure in apprehending and judging
beauty (and perhaps the sublime as well) is ultimately based on an awareness
of (and pleasure in) our faculty of judgement itself exercising a power over
sensibility, which is required if morality is to have a point. Based on this
analogy, it is possible for an individual’s exercise of taste to transfer to the
moral realm, the realm requiring the exercise of our freedom (in judgement,
above all) to direct our actions in the empirical world.

Kant’s heritage

Kant’s aesthetic theory is systematic and comprehensive, relating our
experience and judgement of natural beauty and art to basic epistemological,
metaphysical and ethical concepts. That heritage is evident in the aesthetic
theories after him: by Schiller, Hegel, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, as well as
many twentieth-century writers. Kant’s theory encompasses many of the issues
in aesthetics still discussed energetically today. His everlasting importance to
aesthetics is best revealed through careful reading of the Critique of
Judgement; however difficult that may seem at first, it repays the effort many
times over.

See also Beauty, The aesthetic, Taste, Aesthetic universals, Environmental
aesthetics.
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Michael Inwood

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831) was, along with Fichte and
Schelling, one of the three great ‘German idealists’ who followed in the wake of
Kant. He differed from Kant in several respects. In particular, he believed that
human beings acquire their grasp of the world and of themselves not only
through prosaic cognition but also through art and religion: they are ways of
discovering the world and ourselves, not simply ways of beautifying or sancti-
fying what we have already discovered. He believed too that our ways of making
sense of things — art, religion, even our fundamental categories or thoughts —
develop over history. Thus Hegel is concerned not only with the formal features
of art, but with its content or meaning. He is also concerned with the history of
art and with its changing relationship to its competitors, religion and philosophy
(or ‘science’). He sometimes presents art, religion and philosophy as progressively
satisfactory ways of grasping the ‘absolute’ or the nature of things: art grasps the
absolute in sensory intuition, religion in pictorial imagination (Vorstellung),
philosophy in conceptual thought (Hegel 1975: 101ff).

Hegel’s writings

Hegel’s earliest writings, produced soon after his departure from the Tubingen
theological seminary, deal with religion and have little to say about art. A
fragment in his handwriting now entitled “The Earliest System-Programme of
German Idealism” suggests that, like his friends from Tubingen, Holderlin and
Schelling, he hoped for a fusion of beauty, truth and goodness, of poetry,
philosophy and morality, in a society that would be, like ancient Athens, a
“political work of art” (Hegel 1956: 250). But he soon abandoned this hope,
arguing that ‘science’ or philosophy is quite distinct from poetry, and that modern
society is essentially unaesthetic and cannot be remodeled on the Greek city-state.

His first major work, the Phenomenology of Spirit (Hegel 1979 [1807]), sets
‘science’ above both art and religion, but illuminates certain phases of history by
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art. Greek society, for example, is seen in terms of tragedy, primarily Sophocles’s
Antigone. Art appears again under the title of religion: “Natural Religion”
considers the religious artifacts of pre-Greek religions, while “The Religion of
Beauty” treats of Greek art and the religion with which, in pre-Hellenistic times,
it was closely connected. There follows a section entitled “Revealed Religion,”
which deals with Christianity and makes no mention of art, implying that art has
completed its serious business when Christianity appears on the scene.

Science of Logic (Hegel 1969 [1812-16]), written while Hegel was a
headmaster in Nuremberg (1808-16), has little explicit concern with art, but it
elaborates a conceptual system which Hegel later uses to comprehend art. In
1817, after gaining a professorship at Heidelberg, Hegel published an
Encyclopaedia of the Philosophical Sciences to accompany his lectures. In the
third part of this, the “Philosophy of Mind” (Hegel 1971 [1871]) art again
appears as a prelude to ‘revealed religion’ and to ‘philosophy’ (Hegel 1971:
293ff.). However, in the lectures that he was now preparing on aesthetics, he dealt
with all the fine arts — architecture, sculpture, painting, music, poetry — and with
all periods, from the earliest times known to him — Persia, India, Egypt — down
to modern times. He delivered the lectures four times, not at Heidelberg, but at
the new university of Berlin where he was a professor from 1818 until his death.
The lectures were published posthumously in 1835 and 1842.

The development of the mind

A human being is a mind. A mind essentially knows itself or is, to a degree, self-
conscious. What a mind is depends on what it knows itself, or is conscious of
itself, as being. For the mind has no static nature or properties, as say a tree does,
that would make it a mind independently of what it knows about itself. A mind
is, at any given stage, what it knows itself to be. A mind cannot know itself
without knowing the external world. For, firstly, a mind stands in contrast to the
external world, and in order to know itself it must draw a boundary between
itself and what is other than itself. Secondly, a mind is not entirely cut off from
what is other than mind. It incorporates parts of the non-mental world as its own,
most especially its body, but later its home, its country, and eventually the whole
world insofar as it is intellectually and practically involved with it. Thirdly, a
mind cannot at first know itself directly. It knows itself by seeing its own
reflection in the external world, the deeds it performs, the marks it makes, the
words it utters and inscribes.

Self-knowledge is not a matter of all or nothing, but of degree. A mind does
not get to know itself all at once. Self-knowledge develops by stages over time. At
a given stage a mind is in a state which can be called S1, and is aware that it is
S1. Mind’s awareness of S1 is however a different state from its simply being S1.
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It is a new state, S2. Then mind has to become aware that it is S2, and this in turn
propels it into a further state, S3. And so on, until the mind has attained complete
self-knowledge, a state such that awareness of that state is not a different, higher,
state. A single human being does not acquire self-knowledge on its own. It does
so in consort with other minds, together with which it forms a linguistic and
cultural network. So intimately associated is one mind with another that Hegel
usually speaks of a society as a single ‘mind’ or ‘spirit’ (Geist) into which
individual minds are integrated. Mind develops both over history and over the life
of the individual. An infant’s body is initially not in the control of its undeveloped
mind and is viewed as strange and alien. As its mind develops it takes over its
body and learns to express itself in it. By education — a process which, in Hegel’s
view, involves alienation such as repressive discipline and the learning of foreign
languages at the expense of one’s vernacular — the individual is eventually
integrated into the culture or ‘mind’ of the time and made into what is, for the
time, a proper human being. Over history human beings gradually expand and
deepen their knowledge of themselves and of their world. They do so, in part, by
successively reflecting on the stage that they have so far reached. Only after a long
journey through the sensory world does the mind purify itself of the sensory and
comprehend its intrinsic nature, thought, in the philosophical, conceptual terms
appropriate to it.

The role of art

Art serves the development of mind. Thus Hegel is concerned with the beauty of
art, not the beauty of nature. (‘Beautiful,” schon, does not usually, in Hegel,
contrast with ‘sublime,” nor is it restricted to surface prettiness; it embraces all
artistic value, of both form and content.) Nature is to be mastered and redeemed
by mind, not contemplated for its own sake:

the torch-thistle, which blooms for only one night, withers in the wilds of
the southern forests without having been admired, and these forests,
jungles themselves of the most beautiful and luxuriant vegetation . . . rot
and decay equally unenjoyed. But the work of art is not so naively self-
centred; it is essentially a question, an address to the responsive breast, a
call to the mind and spirit.

(Hegel 1975: 71)

Art plays a part in the development from infancy to adulthood. The child
decorates its body to mark it as its own. It draws pictures of itself, of others and
of its environment. It produces effects in the world to contemplate the results of
its own activity. Art provides material for contemplation and reflection in a way
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that purposive activity does not. But Hegel is more interested in art’s role in the
development of mind over history. Humans have produced art from the earliest
times, and art has generally been associated with religion. In the absence of any
prosaic theology art was the only medium in which religion could be expressed.
Art before the Greeks was ‘symbolic’ art, expressing its meaning by a sensory
entity (such as a vast monument) that supposedly has some feature in common
with what it stands for (such as an immeasurable deity), but does not otherwise
resemble or adequately portray it. Such art — Indian, Persian, Egyptian — strove to
express a message that is too thin and elusive to be expressed adequately in a
sensory, or in any other, form. Its forte was architecture, handling the natural
forces of matter and weight. The deity towards which such art gestures is too
abstract and remote to bring order into the natural world. Nature is left in an
unredeemed state, and this is mirrored by the sheer materiality of symbolic art.
The human body is not properly portrayed, but often with animal features. Such
defects are not to be explained by technical incompetence, but by the deficiency
of the world-view that such art expresses. The mind is insufficiently developed
and distanced from nature to master its obtrusive disarray. Unsatisfying as it is to
us, symbolic art adequately represents the mind of its producers and contempla-
tors.

The Greeks reflected on the art of their predecessors and found it wanting.
They expressed in their myths the overcoming of raw natural forces, the Titans,
by the Olympian gods. Their forte was sculpture, a genre less dependent on sheer
natural forces than architecture, representing the serene human being or the god
extricated from the nature it has tamed. Message and medium fit to perfection.
The statue does not point towards something unexpressed; no physical detail is
superfluous, everything in the statue is needed to express its message. This art is
‘classical,” no longer symbolic. The gods, the essence of the world, are conceived
in human form. The world thus mirrors the human mind; the Greeks are entirely
at home in their world.

The Greeks had other arts too: epics that lay the foundations of their religion
and way of life; tragedies that express the insoluble conflicts between different
values (such as the family and the state, represented respectively by Antigone and
Creon in Sophocles’s Antigone), conflicts that eventually shattered the world of
the Greek city-state; and comedies that show the tendency of things to veer into
their opposites. But poetry is, along with painting and music, especially
associated not with classicism, but with the third form of art, ‘romanticism’: a
term associated both with medieval Christianity and with the romantics of
Hegel’s own day. Symbolic art cannot adequately express its message, since it has
too little to express; romantic art cannot do so, since it has too much to express.
Reflection on art, and in general reflection on the current state of the mind, gave
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rise to philosophy and to a theology independent of art. Art was now open to
philosophical and theological assessment, and no longer the final authority on the
absolute. Christianity introduced a novel complexity into our view of the nature
of things. Christ can adequately be portrayed in art, and so can the Christian
community, which Hegel associates with the third member of the Trinity, the holy
spirit that is said, in Ac#s 2, to have inspired the apostles. But the creator god, like
the god of Judaism and of Islam, cannot adequately be portrayed in art. Hence
although it is not merely symbolic, romantic art loses the harmony of Greek art
and points towards hidden, unpicturable depths that can adequately be conveyed
only in philosophy and theology.

The human mind too acquires unportrayable depths. The Greeks, before they
were contaminated by philosophy, lived close to the sensory surface of things.
Their mental life was readily expressed in the demeanor of their bodies and in
sculptural representations of them. Under the impact of philosophy and
Christianity, the mind developed an inner life of thought and imagination that
cannot be so expressed. Medieval Christianity continued to produce great art,
albeit art that was not the most adequate expression of the Christian message or
of the human mind. Modern art suffers from the generally unaesthetic environ-
ment and from the artist’s detachment from any particular cause or creed. Hegel
attributes such detachment primarily to the ‘irony’ cultivated by romantics such
as Friedrich Schlegel (Hegel 1993: xxviiiff., 69ff., 154ff.). But he also believes that
sympathy with art of all periods, genres and creeds is a condition for philosophy
of art, and that such catholic sympathy is inimical to the partisan attachment
required for great art.

Much post-medieval art is non-religious. But for Hegel the development of the
human mind is inconceivable without religion, without the attempt to discern
mind at work in the nature of things, even when this takes the form of irreligion.
Thus art is never entirely dissociated from religion. He accommodates apparently
secular art, such as Shakespeare’s, within an overarching Christianity. He conveys
this in two images. Architecture provides the temple; sculpture the statue of the
god in the temple; painting, music, and poetry treat the worshipers outside the
temple. God the Father and God the Son are essentially connected to the Holy
Spirit that imbues the community. Human beings are an essential phase of God,
who acquires self-consciousness in them. To portray humanity is to portray an
essential aspect of divinity.

The romantic arts continue the process of dematerialization that occurred in
the move from architecture to sculpture. Painting is one step removed from the
full-bodied spatiality of sculpture: it portrays three-dimensional space and objects
on a two-dimensional surface. Music abandons space altogether and contents
itself with time, which is more ‘ideal’ than space (Hegel 1975: 88). Moreover,
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music does not portray events in the external world but the life of the mind itself,
though characteristically its emotional rather than its intellectual life. Poetry,
finally, reduces the role of the sensory still further. The sound of poetry does not
matter in the way that musical sound does. (‘Background’ music can be
enjoyable. Who listens to ‘background’ poetry?) What matters is the meaning, the
conceptions, conveyed: and if these can be transposed into a foreign language
without loss, the translation is as good as the original. ‘Conception’ is
Vorstellung, which also means ‘imagination.” Since imagination is involved in all
the arts, poetry exposes the common core of all the arts, removing its sensory
garb. Poetry is thus the universal art, not simply the last of the romantic arts. This
is why Greece produced poetry that has not been bettered by modernity. Poetry
is the most flexible of the arts. It downgrades the sensory in a way that no other
art does and thus prepares the mind for an encounter with itself unmediated by
the sensory. Hegel thus explains why art has a significant history, and also why
there are precisely five fine arts.

The end of art?

Hegel seems to have announced the end of art:

the form of art has ceased to be the supreme need of the spirit. No matter
how excellent we find the statues of the Greek gods, no matter how we see
God the Father, Christ and Mary so estimably and perfectly portrayed: it
is no help; we bow the knee no longer.

(Hegel 1975: 103)

He does so for several reasons. Art reached its peak in ancient Greece, with a
perfect coincidence of message and sensory medium that can never be recovered.
Greek art is supremely ‘beautiful’ in a narrow sense of ‘beauty.” In a wider sense
of ‘beauty,” in which the word covers all artistic value, particularly the truth and
profundity of the message expressed, Christian art is more beautiful than Greek.
But Christian art is not a full, or the best, expression of the Christian world-view.
The art of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is inferior to medieval, let alone
Greek art. One reason is this. Art does not promote morality (Moralitit) in the
sense of making bad people good. If this were its purpose, art would not be
valuable for its own sake, but a means to an end which might be better served by
other means. But art expresses and confirms the ongoing social morality or
‘ethical life’ (Sittlichkeit) — the customs, codes, hierarchies, and festivals — of the
society it serves. Modern society is, however, irredeemably unaesthetic. The
woman taken in adultery provides material for art, even if (as Hegel says)
portrayals of her have “seduced many into sin, because art makes repentance
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look so beautiful, and sinning must come before repentance” (Hegel 1975: 52).
The prosaic rules and regulations that govern modern society hinder, rather than
help, the artist. What the moderns are good at is reflection on art and philosophy
of art. They, and Hegel in particular, have achieved a good understanding of the
art of all periods, assigning to each art, and to each art-form, its place in the
history of humanity. This too suggests that art has completed its work. Each art
has been assigned its place in the ‘pantheon’ (Hegel 1975: 90) or ‘garland’ (Hegel
1975: 1236) of beauty (cf. Hegel 1993: 196-7). What more is there for art to do?
Art itself cannot reflect on art as a whole and the totality constituted by the arts
and artforms. This is a task that can only be performed by philosophy of art, not
by art itself.

Occasionally, however, Hegel suggests that the decline of art is a cyclical
phenomenon, not its final end: “With the advance of civilization a time generally
comes in the case of every people when art points beyond itself” (Hegel 1975:
103). Hegel thus advances at least four theses. First, perfect art of the Greek type
will never recur. Second, art will never regain the spiritual importance it had for
the Greeks. Third, that modern art is not as good as medieval and renaissance art
is perhaps a periodic phenomenon, and art may get better as art. Fourth, however
good future art may be, it will make no significant addition to the ‘pantheon’ of
art or to the resources of the human mind.

The suggestion that art had by Hegel’s time done everything that art could do
is invalidated by the art of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in
particular by new arts such as film, but Hegel’s thesis of the end of art as a signif-
icant vehicle of the human spirit is less easy to refute. He presents us with a
dilemma. Either art has a serious message or it is entertainment. In either case art
is dispensable. Art may be entertaining; but we have other ways of entertaining
ourselves; in any case entertainment is trivial. If art has a message, why can it not
be better expressed by philosophy, science, or religion? So far as Hegel’s opponent
succeeds in explaining the message that art conveys, Hegel’s case is confirmed: the
message can be put in plain prose and we do not need art to discover it. Plain
prose cannot convey the full detail of a work of art; that it cannot do so is part
of the point of a statue. But this point too — the incomplete paraphrasability of
art — can be expressed in prose. Art is in constant danger of being reduced to
second-rate philosophy, necessary only for those too immersed in the sensory to
savor the real thing.

Criticizing Hegel

It is not easy to reject Hegel’s end of art thesis without further damage to his
philosophy. The aim of the mind, he argues, is to know itself as it really is. What
the mind really is, is thought. Hence to know itself in a fully appropriate way it
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must know itself by conceptual thought. The sensory can play only a preparatory
part in this. It is true that religion employs pictorial Vorstellung, and Hegel does
not announce the end of religion. But he should have announced the end of
religion, at least as anything more than philosophy for the unreflective masses,
and that is a role that he can equally allow to art. The serious business of life
is from now on to be conducted in conceptual thought. If art is to be allowed
a significant future, Hegel needs to be challenged in one or more of the
following ways.

First, we might deny that our rational social order is destined to progress
steadily without interruption. Human history may be disrupted by explosions of
creative energy that cannot adequately express themselves conceptually, but only
by a manipulation of the sensory that qualifies as art. This hypothesis goes
beyond Hegel’s idea of the cyclical decline and revival of art. It would imply not
simply that art may one day become better as art, but that art may once more
play a crucial role in the development of mind. It would also imply that the devel-
opment of mind may not be the relatively steady progress that Hegel envisaged,
with a foreseeable terminus in philosophy or science, but a process punctuated by
massive upheavals, whose future course and possible terminus we can hardly
imagine, let alone foresee.

Second, we might reject Hegel’s notion of complete self-consciousness, at least
to the extent that it is entirely and unremittingly conceptual and scientific. The
sensory, imagination, emotion, even entertainment: all these play a part in human
life. Why should self-consciousness require us to downgrade them? They may
even have a larger share in our quest for the absolute than Hegel officially allows.
The absolute may not be, as he believed, entirely transparent to conceptual
thought, so that humanity can ascend by thought to a godlike status. Perhaps art
is needed to gesture towards mysteries left by science. Such an admission would
grievously impair the symmetry of Hegel’s system, which begins with the
conceptual thought of the Science of Logic and ends with the conceptual thought
of philosophy. It would leave no single clear answer to the question what full self-
knowledge consists in.

Third, we might resist Hegel’s attempt to discern a non-sensory meaning in
the sensory and thus to downgrade it. Perhaps painting simply explores shapes
and colors, while music creates and explores a world of sound. This too
questions Hegel’s belief that ultimate meaning always lies in thought, never in
sensation or Vorstellung. It also raises the question whether art has a single
history. One answer to the question may be that, at least since the Greeks, art
does not have a history: not, at least, in the way that do science and perhaps
philosophy. Modern art does not improve on Greek art in the way that modern
physics is an advance on Greek physics. It is just different, with no special
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claim on our attention apart from its novelty and its appropriateness to our
social and cultural circumstances.

Even if we agree that art has a history, it is difficult to accept Hegel’s account
of it. The fulcrum of that history is for Hegel the perfect harmony of medium and
message in Greek art, but the sensory harmony of Greek art is probably deceptive
in that respect. Greek myths about the transformation of gods into animal forms
suggest an awareness of a residual mystery that is not fully captured by portrayals
of gods in human form. Moreover, while the Greeks had no official theology, they
had plenty of philosophers, who from the time of Xenophanes (ca. 570-480 BC)
criticized the anthropomorphic deities of Greek art. Thus despite the unsurpassed
beauty of Greek art and its undoubted importance in Greek life, it is not clear that
it was ever the complete and impeccable expression of the Greek world-view that
Hegel took it to be.

The end of Hegel?

Hegel’s aim was to depict the development of mind in all its rich complexity. He
strove to avoid ‘one-sidedness,” to encompass with a sovereign objectivity all
phases and aspects of the evolution of mind. Despite Hegel’s aversion to didactic
poetry and to most of the productions of his romantic contemporaries, this objec-
tivity is apparent in his account of art. He has, he believes, devised a system that
assigns each art, each artform, every significant work, its appropriate place in the
growth of mind. Encompassing objectivity is also apparent in his account of the
various aspects of art. The content or meaning of a work is crucial, but this is not
to deny the importance of its formal features; certain formal features are required
and determined by the content of a work. The centrality of content does not, in
Hegel’s view, exclude the proposition that a work of art is in some sense an end
in itself, valuable for itself, not just as a disposable means to some further end.
Again, art may be both an end in itself and of service to morality, as long as we
interpret morality as ‘ethical life,” not as the Kantian morality of conscience. In
these respects, and many more, Hegel wants to take on board every significant
aspect and relationship of art, without excluding any. This has had a twofold
implication for his influence.

First, Hegel’s systematic enterprise has had few significant devotees or
imitators, few, that is, who have had the energy, learning and confidence to
discern a coherent logical structure in the ever-expanding world of art. (Spengler’s
(1926) systematizing and learning are comparable to Hegel’s, but he acknowl-
edged no specific Hegelian influence.) Second, however, since Hegel touched on
almost every aspect of art, his work has had an enormous piecemeal influence.
His end of art thesis, for example, has found support in Danto (1986) and Wind
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(1963). Perhaps his most significant impact has been on Heidegger (1971), who,
although he suspends judgement on the end of art, is close to Hegel when he
argues that a work of art opens up a ‘world.’

See also Kant, Art and ethics, Architecture, Sculpture.
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Ruben Berrios and Aaron Ridley

Friedrich Nietzsche, who was born in 1844, went mad in 1889 and died in 1900,
took art more seriously, perhaps, than any other philosopher of comparable
stature. All of his published works contain extended discussions of art, and if
none of them is quite so explicitly devoted to it as his first book, The Birth of
Tragedy (Nietzsche 1967a [1872]), this is not, as is commonly held, a sign that
art lost its hold on him as his career progressed. Rather, it is a sign of the
increasing depth and complexity of his aesthetics. Art became for Nietzsche a
principle informing the whole of his philosophy. Relatively inconspicuous
because of its very ubiquity, the aesthetic in his later works functions as the site
on which Nietzsche’s extra-aesthetic concerns are contested: a site that is contin-
ually transformed in the process, and so which can be understood only through
those apparently extra-aesthetic concerns that animate the surface of his thought.
Thus, while the younger Nietzsche effectively rams art down the reader’s throat,
most unignorably in his claim that “it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that
existence and the world are eternally justified” (Nietzsche 1967a: 52), the later
Nietzsche is more elusive. In what follows, therefore, we will first examine
Nietzsche’s thoughts about art through his two principal extra-aesthetic concerns
— metaphysics and ethics — before attempting to reconstruct the mature aesthetic
as it underpins the writings of the late 1880s.

Art and metaphysics

The young Nietzsche was profoundly influenced by the philosophy of Arthur
Schopenhauer and, in The Birth of Tragedy, he gave full rein to the enthusiasm
which Schopenhauer’s metaphysics inspired in him. In Schopenhauer’s hands,
the Kantian distinction between the real world of things as they are in themselves
and the apparent world of things as they feature in experience becomes the
distinction between the Will and representations of the Will. The world, in its
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essence, is Will: a blind force which constantly strives for an unattainable
resolution, and so serves merely to perpetuate further meaningless striving. The
fundamental character of the world is therefore the pain of irreparable lack, and
the multiple refractions of this character constitute the world of representation,
or experience. Nietzsche found this bleak vision compelling, and constructed his
earliest philosophy of art around it.

Two complementary principles, the ‘Dionysian’ and the ‘Apollonian,’
dominate The Birth of Tragedy. Both of these can be understood under three
aspects: the metaphysical, the epistemological and the aesthetic. Under the meta-
physical aspect, the Dionysian is Nietzsche’s term for the dark “primordial
unity” (Nietzsche 1967a: 37) of things: in effect, the Schopenhauerian Will.
Under the epistemological aspect, the Dionysian is a state of “intoxication,” a
state in which the deepest and most “horrible truth” (Nietzsche 1967a: 60) of
the world is glimpsed — and can only be glimpsed, since to face it fully would
destroy one. Under the aesthetic aspect, the Dionysian is what Kant meant by
the ‘sublime,’ the overwhelming, awe-inspiring and yet elevating experience of
things which exceed rational apprehension.

The Apollonian, by contrast, belongs to Schopenhauer’s world of representa-
tion. Metaphysically, it stands for the false, the illusory, for “mere appearance”
(Nietzsche 1967a: 34). Epistemologically, the Apollonian indicates a dream-like
state in which all knowledge is knowledge of surfaces. Aesthetically, the
Apollonian is the beautiful, the world experienced as intelligible, as conforming
to the capacities of the representing intellect. Nietzsche’s basic claim is that in
genuinely tragic works of art the Dionysian and the Apollonian principles cross-
fertilize one another, so that the metaphysical horror of existence is
simultaneously revealed and made bearable, the ravages of intoxication are
transfigured by dreams, and the sublime is beautified by the veil of appearances.
It is because tragedy (especially Greek tragedy), and tragedy alone, has the
capacity to do this that “it is only as an aesthetic phenomenon that existence and
the world are eternally justified” (Nietzsche 1967a: 52).

Nietzsche did not remain committed to this position for long. By 1878, when
the first part of Human, All Too Human (Nietzsche 1986) was published, he had
repudiated the strong appearance/reality distinction upon which
Schopenhauerian metaphysics rests and which lay at the core of The Birth of
Tragedy. For Schopenhauer, as for Kant, reality and its appearances had
logically distinct properties, so that the way that the world was ‘in itself” was
logically distinct from any of its appearances in experience. Nietzsche’s rejection
of this position — which is to say, his rejection of traditional metaphysics
(Nietzsche 1966: 10) — had a number of consequences which he went on to
articulate throughout the 1880s. Two of these are of concern to us here.
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The first consequence is that the appearance/reality distinction had to be
understood differently. “What is ‘appearance’ for me now?” Nietzsche asked in
The Gay Science (Nietzsche 1974 [1882]). “Certainly not the opposite of some
essence: what could I say about any essence except to name the attributes of its
appearance! Certainly not a dead mask that one could place on an unknown x
or remove from it!” (Nietzsche 1974: 116). And in the section of Twilight of the
Idols (Nietzsche 1968a [1888]) called “How the ‘Real World’ at Last Became a
Myth” he is more explicit still: “we have abolished the real world: what world
is left? the apparent world perhaps? . . . But no! with the real world we have also
abolished the apparent world!” (Nietzsche 1968a: 41). On this new conception,
the appearance/reality distinction is not a distinction between two logically
differentiated ‘worlds’ — an apparent one and a real one — but a distinction that
falls squarely within the ordinary, everyday world of actual experience.

The second consequence is that his aesthetics had to be rethought. Consider
the following passage from The Gay Science: “as an aesthetic phenomenon
existence is still bearable for us” (Nietzsche 1974: 163): a claim that echoes the
slogan of The Birth of Tragedy while also revising its sense in light of Nietzsche’s
new non-metaphysical realism. “The world” has gone missing from the later
passage, because “the world” of the original slogan was the “real” world, now
abolished, of things as they are independently of their appearances. What is left
is “existence” — not existence as such, but human existence as it is led in the
everyday world of experience; and this is no longer to be “eternally justified”
but merely made “bearable” — and made bearable, moreover, “for us.” The idea
of eternal justification has no room for “us” in it: no room, that is, for the points
of view of intrinsically embodied, intrinsically temporal creatures such as
ourselves. Eternal justification could be offered, if at all, only from a standpoint
beyond the world of human experience, from a standpoint logically independent
of the way that that world appears (to us) to be. Nietzsche’s repudiation of tradi-
tional metaphysics insists upon precisely the impossibility of such a standpoint
(see Nietzsche 1969b: 119). So the thought that “existence” might be “eternally
justified” by the aesthetic gives way to the thought that it might be made
‘bearable for us’ by the aesthetic.

The appearance/reality distinction has thus been transposed back into the real
world of human experience. In order to acknowledge the human, all too human
dimension of that transposition, moreover, Nietzsche now recasts the original
distinction as a distinction between lies and truth (that is, as a distinction falling
within the ambit of human discretion, rather than as a distinction marking a
metaphysical difference). It is now the lie that performs the task of making life
bearable. Art — “in which precisely the lie is sanctified and the will to deception
has a good conscience” (Nietzsche 1969b: 153) — beautifies life by interposing a
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veil of lies between us and truths about the world that we cannot bear. Nietzsche
has abandoned certain details of his earlier terminology, but it is clear that this
later conception of art-as-lie is structurally identical to the Apollonian, even if
its content has been thoroughly detranscendentalized. It is in this non-meta-
physical spirit that he remarks, in a famous unpublished note of 1888, that “we
possess art lest we perish of the truth” (Nietzsche 1968b: 435).

Art and ethics

There is an important sense in which Nietzsche’s ethical concerns did not
undergo the sort of total transformation that his metaphysics did.
Correspondingly, the relation between the ethical and the aesthetic in his
thought remains a good deal more stable than does the relation between the
metaphysical and the aesthetic. As he notes in one of the more reliable passages
from the “Attempt at a Self-Criticism” (Nietzsche 1967a [1886]), The Birth of
Tragedy already set out to ‘tackle’ art in the perspective of life; and to the end
of his career he remained committed to the thought that art was both a function
and the most fundamental symptom of distinctive ways of living. To tackle art
in the perspective of life, then, is to seek to understand art as a peculiarly
immediate index of the psychological economy, whether cultural or individual,
that gave rise to it. The following is a particularly trenchant expression of this
methodology: “regarding all aesthetic values I now avail myself of this main
distinction: I ask in every instance, ‘is it hunger or superabundance that has here
become creative?’” (Nietzsche 1974: 329).

In order to understand what is at issue here, and what exactly Nietzsche
means, it will be helpful to examine a related passage in some detail:

what does all art do? does it not praise? does it not glorify? does it not
select? does it not highlight? By doing all this it strengthens or weakens
certain valuations . . . Is this no more than an incidental? an accident?
Something in which the instinct of the artist has no part whatever? Or is
it not rather the prerequisite for the artist’s being an artist at all . .. Is
his basic instinct directed towards art, or is it not rather directed towards
the meaning of art, which is life?

(Nietzsche 1968a: 81)

The first thing to notice is the claim that, in selecting and highlighting, certain
valuations are strengthened or weakened, not merely incidentally but necessarily.
What sorts of valuations are these? Nietzsche’s answer is that they are funda-
mentally of two sorts: life-affirming valuations and life-denying valuations, a
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dichotomy which he variously describes in terms of superabundance and hunger,
ascending life and declining life, strength and weakness, health and sickness.
Thus, in selecting and highlighting certain things rather than others, an artist
both reveals his inherent evaluative stance towards life and, in glorifying or
celebrating the things selected, strengthens that basic valuation (and so, by
contrast, weakens its opposite). Nor does the artist have any choice in this
matter. The evaluative stance which he reveals and reinforces in his work is, far
from being “something in which the instinct of the artist has no part whatever,”
instinctive through and through, and it is in this evaluative sense that the artist’s
“basic instinct” is directed, not towards art, but towards “life.” When
Nietzsche asks, therefore, whether it is “hunger or superabundance that has
here become creative” he is treating art as a symptom of the artist’s relation to
life, that is, as a symptom of the psychological economy intrinsic to a certain
way of living.

The same fundamental evaluative dichotomy also underpins Nietzsche’s
conception of the various forms of morality, which are themselves treated as
symptomatic of life-affirming or life-denying impulses. Thus Nietzsche groups

»

moralities under two heads: “noble morality,” he says, “is rooted in a
triumphant Yes said to oneself — it is self-affirmation, self-glorification of life; it
also requires sublime symbols and practices, but only because ‘its heart is too
full’” (Nietzsche 1967b: 191). “Slave morality,” by contrast, “from the outset
says No . .. and this No is its creative deed” (Nietzsche 1969b: 36). These opposing
impulses — the affirmative and the negative — rarely sit on the surface of a
morality, however. Rather, they are the deep causes of the surface effects that
give moralities their distinctive characters, and they need to be excavated. Which
is why Nietzsche claims that “moral judgement is never to be taken literally . . .
But as semiotics it remains of incalculable value: it reveals . . . the most precious
realities of cultures and inner worlds . . . Morality is merely sign-language,
merely symptomatology” (Nietzsche 1968a: 55). With a keen enough nose, then,
and Nietzsche credited himself with the keenest there has ever been (Nietzsche
1969a: 222), it is possible to detect behind the various systems of moral
judgement the seminal Yes or No from which they derive their impetus.

So why is art, and not morality, the most fundamental symptom of a psycho-
logical economy? Why is art the “sign language” that reveals most transparently
the “precious realities of cultures and inner worlds”? The answer to this is
complex, but can be articulated through two overlapping considerations. The
first concerns scope. Nietzsche construes the aesthetic very broadly. Art, for him,
comprises more than merely “selecting” and “highlighting”; it comprises all
“creation and imposition of forms.” In the presence of an artist “something new
soon arises, a ruling structure that lives, in which parts and functions are
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delimited and coordinated, in which nothing whatever finds a place that has not
first been assigned a ‘meaning’ in relation to the whole” (Nietzsche 1969b:
86-7). Thus art includes any (and every) transformative, interpretative activity;
and it is for this reason that Nietzsche insists that the moral domain is
“narrower” than the aesthetic (Nietzsche 1967b: 190). Indeed, the moral is
simply a special case of the aesthetic. Hence the aesthetic is the more compre-
hensive index of the “precious realities of cultures and inner worlds.”

The second consideration concerns constraint, and comes in two parts. First,
morality is practical. Moralities are constrained by the exigencies of the real world
in a way that works of art are not. It is always a criticism of a morality, and
Nietzsche avails himself of this style of criticism (see Nietzsche 1966: 153-4), to say
that it demands the impossible, that it flouts the basic requirement that every moral
‘ought’ implies a practical ‘can.” There is no corresponding style of criticism in the
aesthetic domain. Works of art are constrained, if at all, by the imagination alone.
Therefore the fundamental affirmation or negation underlying a morality — its
seminal instinct — is more likely to be disguised by the demands of practical
necessity than the instinct underlying a work of art. Art, as Nietzsche puts it, has
“forgotten all sense of shame” (Nietzsche 1967b: 156).

Moreover — and this is the second part — moralities have the form of
constraint: every morality involves the regulation of behavior through the
repression of (at least some) instincts (to at least some degree). At the lower
limit, located by Nietzsche in the noble moralities of human prehistory, that
form is minimal: his original nobles are held “sternly in check” only “by custom,
respect, usage” (Nietzsche 1969b: 40). There is, in these “man-animals,” the
smallest degree of repression consistent with self-consciousness: with mutual
intelligibility and the collective assignation of meaning. But as human societies
become more complex, so too do the patterns of repression characteristic of
their moralities, with the result that one needs a very keen nose indeed to detect
the seminal instinct underlying their systems of judgement. In art, by contrast,
formal minimalism is always possible. It is always possible, in principle, that the
largest quantity of unrepressed instinct consistent with intelligibility should find
expression. Nietzsche’s distinction between “the grand style,” indicative of
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“superabundance,” and “miniaturism,” indicative of “hunger,” is intended to
mark the difference between art that realizes this possibility and art that does
not (Nietzsche 1968a: 74 and 1967b: 170). In this sense too, then, art is capable
of indicating more transparently than any evolved morality the basic evaluative
impulse from which it derives. As “semiotics” morality may be of “incalculable
value.” But art, according to Nietzsche, not only reveals more of the funda-
mental impulses he is concerned to diagnose (the aesthetic encompasses the

moral), it also reveals them more directly.
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There is a final reason for privileging art over morality. Nietzsche is convinced
that life-denying moralities and interpretations (for instance, Christian ones) have
had the upper hand in Western culture for so long that the human soul has been
almost irreparably damaged by them. A seminal No (to oneself and the world) has
become foundational to the economy of the contemporary psyche. And so he begins
to imagine the possibility of an affirmative counter-art of the soul, a counter-art
which, while it might, as it were epiphenomenally, entail a morality, is aimed
primarily at the restoration to the human soul of a foundational Yes. These
attempts to imagine a revolution in the economy of the contemporary psyche
constitute one important aspect of Nietzsche’s mature aesthetic.

The mature aesthetic

Nietzsche’s later philosophy is directed to the possibility of an affirmative
evaluative stance toward life as lived in the real, non-metaphysical world of
experience, embodiment and temporality. A well known passage from 1882
prepares the ground:

One thing is needful. — To “give style” to one’s character — a great and
rare art! It is practiced by those who survey all the strengths and weak-
nesses of their nature and then fit them into an artistic plan . .. Here a
large mass of second nature has been added; there a piece of original
nature has been removed - both times through long practice and daily
work at it. Here the ugly that could not be removed is concealed; there
it has been reinterpreted and made sublime . . . For one thing is needful:
that a human being should attain satisfaction with himself, whether it be
by means of this or that poetry and art.

(Nietzsche 1974: 232)

At first sight, it may appear that Nietzsche’s idea of giving style to one’s
character amounts to little more than a recipe for complacent self-deception. But
while it is certainly true that self-deception is involved, complacency is not the
driving force behind it. Rather, people of stylish character begin with a ruthlessly
honest survey of the strengths and weaknesses of their nature: they “open their
eyes to themselves” (Nietzsche 1969b: 137) before executing their “artistic
plan.” The artistry of self-stylization then takes two forms. The first is transfor-
mative. Through the addition and removal of “second” and “original” nature,
the very materials of the character are forced into an aesthetic unity. The second
is interpretative. Those materials which prove resistant to transformation are
reinterpreted so that their ugliness is concealed, perhaps by the veil of sublimity.
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Despite the fact that these two forms of artistry are directed towards, and
indeed expressive of, self-affirmation, the practice of them is grueling. Style, if it
is achieved at all, is hard won:

This secret self-ravishment, this artists’ cruelty, this delight in imposing
a form upon oneself as a hard, recalcitrant, suffering material and in
burning a will . . . into it, this uncanny, dreadfully joyous labor of a soul
voluntarily at odds with itself ... brought to light an abundance of
strange new beauty and affirmation, and perhaps beauty itself. — After
all, what would be “beautiful” . . . if the ugly had not first said to itself:
“I am ugly”?

(Nietzsche 1969b: 87-8)

Self-stylization, then, requires that one be ruthless with oneself both in
recognizing one’s own ugliness and in transforming or reinterpreting it.
“Truth is ugly,” says Nietzsche; and so — again — “we possess art lest we
perish of the truth.”

The first thing to notice about Nietzsche’s conception of self-stylization, then,
is that it is not a recipe for complacency. In order to understand its full signifi-
cance, however, it will be helpful to examine the interpretative and the
transformative aspects of self-stylization separately. Interpretatively, the notion of
giving style to one’s character is tied to deception: specifically, to the telling of lies
to oneself about oneself and one’s relation to the world, so that recalcitrant facts
about either are rendered bearable. Take, for example, the large and recalcitrant
fact of human suffering. Uninterpreted, Nietzsche thinks, suffering is intolerable.
It is the “senselessness of suffering,” he claims, rather than “suffering as such”
that “really arouses indignation.” The challenge, then, is to interpret suffering —
to tell lies about suffering — in such a way that it appears, not as “the principal
argument against existence,” but as “a genuine seduction to life.” Historically,
Nietzsche claims, this challenge has been met in two main ways. “The Christian,
who has interpreted a whole mysterious machinery of salvation into suffering,”
makes suffering bearable by positing the existence of a Kingdom of God, of a
metaphysically ‘real’ world in which those who suffer most in this (‘apparent’)
world are duly compensated; and it is in the context of this ‘machinery’ that the
Christian’s self-stylization takes place: he construes himself as an immortal soul.
The pagan, on the other hand, “understood all suffering in relation to the
spectator of it . . . [and] knew of no tastier spice to offer [his] gods to season their
happiness than the pleasures of cruelty” — “Every evil the sight of which edifies a
god is justified” (Nietzsche 1969b: 68-9). The stylish pagan interprets himself as
an actor, as a spectator sport.
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Despite the apparent similarity of these two approaches — both, for instance,
involve reference to the divine — they are, for Nietzsche, radically distinct. The
“seduction to life” offered by the Christian is predicated, paradoxically, upon a
seminal No #o life: the pointfulness of this-worldly suffering is secured only by
locating the value of that suffering elsewhere, in a realm that necessarily
excludes temporality and embodiment, and so excludes life itself. It is in this
sense that “the concept of ‘God,”” according to Nietzsche, has been “invented
as a counterconcept of life” (Nietzsche 1969a: 334). The life to which the
Christian offers a ‘seduction’ is, to the extent that it is characterized by suffering,
worth living only on the presupposition that it is, as such, of no intrinsic value
at all. Thus, in Nietzsche’s terms, the Christian’s version of ‘life’ is doubly unac-
ceptable: metaphysically, because it presupposes the type of appearance/reality
distinction that the late Nietzsche rejects, and ethically, because it is a life-
denying symptom of fundamental impoverishment. The pagan, by contrast, has
“nobler uses for the invention of gods,” as is “revealed even by a mere glance at
the Greek gods, those reflections of noble and autocratic men” (Nietzsche
1969b: 93) who repaid their gods “with interest all the qualities that had become
palpable in themselves, the noble qualities” (ibid.: 89). A pagan ‘god,’ then, is,
far from being a “counterconcept of life,” a “deifi[cation] of life” (ibid.: 1969b:
154), an ‘invention’ through which the pagan affirms himself and his way of
living as uniquely valuable. The pagan’s interpretation of suffering, therefore, is
a life-affirming — metaphysically harmless — symptom of superabundance. Both
Christian and pagan fashion themselves (as immortal soul or actor) in the
context of lies (about God or the gods), and both, thereby, turn the fact of
suffering to account. But whereas the Christian’s lies spring from hunger, and
involve the negation of the very conditions of life, the pagan’s lies spring from
“life and passion through and through” (ibid.: 37).

The transformative aspect of self-stylization, by contrast, involves not
invention, but the concrete alteration of the materials of the character. One
imposes a new form upon oneself, extracting certain character traits while
reshaping and implanting others. As with interpretation, two modes of self-
transformation can be distinguished: one life-affirming or ‘noble,” the other
life-denying. Nietzsche claims that man (noble man) “transforms things until they
reflect his power — until they are reflections of his perfection” (Nietzsche 1968a:
72). In the case of self-transformation the noble imposes upon himself a form that
is both a symptom and an expression of his native power, his abundance of life.
Through his self-transformative activity the “noble human being” honors and
affirms “himself as one who is powerful, also as one who has power over
himself” (Nietzsche 1966: 205). Since the “need to transform into perfection is —
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art,” the noble’s need to perfect himself is, for Nietzsche, the fundamental
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manifestation of the artistic instinct. There is, however, a “contrasting condition,
a specific anti-artistry of the instinct,” a type of transformation that impoverishes
things, and makes them “consumptive” (Nietzsche 1968a: 72). This is the life-
denying variety of self-transformation. Like the noble, the life-denier imposes
upon himself — with the utmost severity — a new form; but, unlike the noble, he
employs his powers of transformation to:

block up the wells of power. . . . All this is in the highest degree para-
doxical: we stand before a discord that wants to be discordant . . . and
even grows more self-confident and triumphant the more its own
presupposition, its physiological capacity for life, decreases.

(Nietzsche 1969b: 118)

Thus the thought of self-stylization in both its interpretative and transforma-
tive aspects constitutes Nietzsche’s attempt to imagine how, despite the seminal
No which, in his view, underlies so much of contemporary culture, an affirma-
tive evaluative stance toward life as lived in the real world of experience might
nonetheless be possible. There is no doubt that Nietzsche draws encouragement
from history, or from his version of history: his pre-Christian nobles and pagans
exhibit very much the styles of character that he is after. Equally, however, he is
in no doubt that those styles cannot simply be transposed into contemporary
conditions. Modernity, he thinks, is “an age of disintegration” in which “human
beings have in their bodies the heritage of multiple origins, that is, opposite . ..
drives and value standards that fight each other” (Nietzsche 1966: 111), so that
“today there is perhaps no more decisive mark of a ‘higher nature,” a more
spiritual nature, than that of being divided in this sense and a genuine battle-
ground of these opposed values,” that is, of life-affirming and life-denying
valuations (Nietzsche 1969b: 52).

When the opposition and war in such a nature have the effect of one
more charm and incentive of life, however and if, moreover, in addition
to powerful and irreconcilable drives, a real mastery and subtlety in
waging war against oneself, in other words, self-control, self-outwitting,
has been inherited or cultivated — then those magical, incomprehensible,
and unfathomable ones arise, those enigmatic people predestined for
victory and seduction, whose most beautiful expression is found. ..
among artists perhaps [in] Leonardo da Vinci.

(Nietzsche 1966: 112)

If history gives Nietzsche encouragement that affirmative self-stylization is
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possible, and if modernity presents that possibility with its sternest challenge,
then the vague and rather hyperbolic quality of his invocation of Leonardo
suggests that, for Nietzsche at least, it is uncertain that that challenge either
has been, or really can be, met. Perhaps “those enigmatic men,” those
imagined counter-artists of the soul, are actually only Nietzsche’s best hope for
the future. Certainly any such counter-artist will need great strength of spirit
in order to make good the claim, as Nietzsche requires, that it is only “as an
aesthetic phenomenon” that a detranscendentalized existence might yet prove
“bearable.”

Nietzsche is unique among philosophers in the fundamental role he assigns to
the aesthetic. For him, indeed, life itself (whether “bearable” or not) is an
essentially aesthetic phenomenon. The aesthetic, as we have seen, comprises all
“creation and imposition of forms,” while “the essence of life” consists in
those “spontaneous, aggressive, expansive, form-giving forces that give new
interpretations and directions” (Nietzsche 1969b: 79). Thus his investigations
of metaphysics and ethics (and indeed of science and politics) are, to the extent
that those activities involve the creation and imposition of forms, also, and
perhaps even primarily, investigations into the underlying aesthetic current of
which such activities are strictly the epiphenomena. It is in this sense that, as
we said in the introduction, art functions as a principle informing the whole
of Nietzsche’s later philosophy; and it is in this sense, too, that the mature
aesthetic is, because deep, elusive. These characteristics of Nietzsche’s investi-
gations ensure that the aesthetic in his hands is not merely not relegated to the
periphery of philosophy, but is revealed as inextricably bound up with the
nature of philosophy itself.

See also Kant, Value of art, Art and ethics, Style, Tragedy.
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FORMALISM
Noél Carroll

The term ‘formalism’ can refer to many different things. In art criticism, it has been
used to refer to the important writings of Clement Greenberg; in literary history,
it has been associated with the influential school of Russian Formalism; and in art
history it has been used to refer to the writings of Alois Riegl and Heinrich
Wolfflin. For the purposes of this essay, however, attention will be paid to its usage
in philosophical aesthetics, where ‘formalism” denotes a position on the nature of
art which has important implications for the limits of artistic appreciation.

Historically, the formalist position finds two of its strongest early polemical
statements in Eduard Hanslick’s On the Musically Beautiful (Hanslick 1986), first
published in 1854, and in Clive Bell’s Arz (1914). In both cases, it is possible to see
formalism as a historically situated response to significant art world developments:
to the triumph of absolute or pure orchestral music, on the one hand, and to the
emergence of modern painting, on the other hand. Both books signaled a
revolution in taste with regard to their respective artforms. Hanslick questioned
whether all music trafficked in the arousal of garden-variety or everyday emotions
(such as fear, anger and joy) and argued instead that the proper object of musical
attention should be musical structure. Bell denied that painting was an affair of
representation and of the emotions associated with the representation of events,
places and people, and in contrast maintained that the real subject of painting was
what he called significant form: the play of striking arrangements of lines, colors,
shapes, volumes, vectors and space (two-dimensional space, three-dimensional
space and the interaction thereof).

Bell’s statement of the formalist position has been particularly important for the
development of philosophical aesthetics in the twentieth century. Perhaps the
leading reason for Bell’s influence has been the fact that he connected his version
of formalism with the project of advancing an explicit definition of art. For this
reason, Bell can be considered one of the major forerunners of the twentieth
century’s philosophical obsession with discovering an essential definition of art.
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According to Bell, we ‘gibber’ if we do not base our theories and prognostica-
tions about art and its relevant forms of appreciation in an explicit definition of
art. Unless we establish what art is, what we say about the value and importance
of art, and what we think we should attend to in art works, will be wildly off the
mark. We will, from his point of view, go on blathering about the drama and
anecdote of something like Poussin’s Achilles among the Daughters of Lycomedes,
rather than attending to its pictorial structures.

As a result, Bell is eminently straightforward about what, in essence, he takes
painting-as-an-art-work to be. Essentially, it is significant form. That is, where a
painting is a genuine art work, it addresses the imagination like the figures of
Gestalt psychology, prompting the viewer to apprehend it as an organized config-
uration of lines, colors, shapes, spaces, vectors, and the like.

Bell’s conception of painting is a rival to other general theories of art. Bell rejects
the traditional view that the art of painting is essentially an imitation of nature, a
practice defined by a commitment to verisimilitude: to the production of recog-
nizable depictions of persons, places, actions and events. Bell, of course, does not
deny that many paintings are representations, but he argues that where paintings
qualify as art that is due to their possession of something other than their repre-
sentational content. It is due to their possession of significant form. Indeed,
according to Bell, whether or not an art work possesses representational content
is always strictly irrelevant to its status as an art work. That is, a painting’s being
a painting of a horse counts not at all towards its classification as a work of art;
only its possession of significant form, if it has any, does.

Similarly, though less explicitly, Bell’s theory contrasts with expression theories
of art, which maintain that what makes something art is its expression of the
emotions of its creator. For Bell believes that a painting, such as a neo-impres-
sionist still life by Cézanne, can be remarkable for its invention of an arresting
formal design, while expressing no detectable garden-variety emotions.

With Bell, formalism found its natural home in the realm of painting.
Nevertheless, it is easy to extend his view to the other arts. Obviously, most
orchestral music is not representational. This was always a vexation for philoso-
phers in the lineage of Plato and Aristotle, who supposed that all art is essentially
representational. But it scarcely seems controversial to describe music, especially
after the popularization of pure orchestral music, in terms of the temporal play of
aural form. In dance in the twentieth century, due to the influential writings of
critics like André Levinson, a kind of formalism not unlike Bell’s came to be a
leading position with regard to ballet, while in modern architecture the idea of
form became a shibboleth.

Literature might appear to be a more intractable artform to explicate exclu-
sively in terms of form. However, formalists can point to the centrality of features
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in poetry like meter, rhyme and generic structures (such as the sonnet form); while
stories also possess formal features, such as narrative structures and alternating
points of view, which theorists can claim lay at the heart of the literary experience.
Such formalists, of course, cannot deny that most literature possesses representa-
tional content. Instead formalists, notably the Russian Formalists, argue that such
content only serves to motivate literary devices, and add that ultimately it is the play
of literary devices that accounts for the artistic status of poems, novels, dramas and
the like: at least in the cases where the works in question are art works.

Thus the kind of formalism that Bell introduces with reference to fine art
(notably painting and sculpture) can be (and has been) turned into a comprehensive
theory of art, a competitor to other major philosophies of art, such as the repre-
sentational theory of art and the expression theory of art. Where those philosophies
maintain respectively that art is essentially representation or that it is by its very
nature expressive, the formalist says that art is form. Or, to state the matter more
precisely, anything x is an art work if and only if x possesses significant form. The
possession of significant form is a necessary condition for status as an art work: that
is, something is an art work only if it possesses significant form. And significant
form is a sufficient condition for status as an art work: if something possesses signif-
icant form, then it is an art work.

To take something of a departure from Bell, it is possible to reconstruct a series
of initially compelling arguments in support of formalism. The formalist alleges that
a candidate is an art work only if it possesses significant form; this is a necessary
condition. But why suppose that this is so? Here the formalist mobilizes what can
be called the common denominator argument.

The common denominator argument begins with the unobjectionable presuppo-
sition that if anything is to count as a necessary condition for art status, then it must
be a property possessed by every art work. This is just what it means to be a
necessary condition. Next the formalist invites us to consider some of the leading
competing proposals for the role of necessary criteria for art status. The two which
are most relevant for the formalist debate are that something is art only if it is repre-
sentational, and that something is art only if it is expressive.

However, not all art works are representational. The bejeweled patterns on
Islamic funeral monuments, Bach’s fugues, and Ellsworth Kelly’s wall sculptures
are all pertinent examples here. They are not representational but they are
undeniably art. Thus it cannot be the case that representation is a necessary
condition for status as an art work.

Similarly, not all art is expressive of the emotions of its creator. Some artists,
like John Cage, have adopted aleatoric methods of composition in order to
remove any trace of authorial expression from their work. Many of George
Balanchine’s abstract ballets also attempt to erase expressive qualities for the

89



NOEL CARROLL

sake of exploring pure formal qualities. Thus expression is not a necessary
condition for status as an art work.

That leaves us with form as the most viable candidate. Moreover, though we
have reached this conclusion indirectly by negating the most prominent competing
alternatives, the result, it might be said, rings true directly, since all art works do
seem at the very least to possess form. It appears obvious that form is the common
denominator among all art works the property that they all share whether their
medium is painting, sculpture, drama, photography, film, music, dance, literature,
architecture or whatever. In searching for a necessary condition for art status, we
are looking for a property possessed by every art work. Formalism seems to make
the most promising proposal, especially in contrast to rival theories like represen-
tationalism and expressionism.

The common denominator argument suggests that form is the most plausible
contender we can find for a necessary condition of art status. But this argument does
not provide us with a sufficient condition for art status, since many things other than
art also possess form. Indeed, some might argue that in some sense everything
possesses form. That, of course, is why the formalist speaks of significant form. But
even with this ostensible refinement, it is still not the case that the formula ‘x is art
only if it possesses significant form’ will differentiate art from many other things. An
effective political speech and a theorem in symbolic logic may possess significant
form, but they are not art. In order to block such counterexamples, and to establish
the sufficiency of the theory, the formalist needs to add something to his or her view.
Here the formalist may advert to an hypothesis about the function of art works.

Political speeches and theorems in logic may possess significant form, but it is not
their primary purpose to display their form. The primary function of a political
speech is to convince an audience. The primary function of a logical theorem is to
deduce a conclusion. Speech making and logic may result in activities noteworthy
for their form, but exhibiting their form is not what they are primarily about. If they
lacked significant form, they could still be extremely successful in acquitting their
primary functions. Art is different from these and other activities insofar as it is, so
the formalist hypothesizes, uniquely concerned with displaying significant form.

No other human activity, the formalist alleges, has the exhibition of form as its
special or peculiar province of value. Its primary preoccupation with the explo-
ration of form demarcates the realm of art from other human practices. Whereas
representational content is not irrelevant to political speeches or logical deductions,
representation is always, the formalist says, strictly irrelevant to art works.

Likewise, though art works may express the emotions, other things, such as
battle cries, do so as well. However, art works can be differentiated from battle
cries if one supposes that the primary function of art is to exhibit significant form,
since battle cries are not uttered in order to foreground their rhythmic structures.

90



FORMALISM

Art works may be concerned with religious or political themes, moral
education, philosophical world-views, or martial emotions. But so are many other
things. Indeed, many other things, including sermons, pamphlets, newspaper
editorials, and philosophical treatises generally do a better job of conveying
cognitive and moral information and emotional contagion than does art. What is
special about art above all else, according to the formalist, is its concern with
discovering formal structures that are designed to encourage our imaginative
interplay with art works.

The claim that the primary function of art is the exhibition of significant form
can be worked into what we can call the function argument. This argument is
designed to establish that the exhibition of significant form is a sufficient condition
for status as an art work. The argument presupposes that only if x is a primary
function that is unique to art can it be a sufficient condition for status as an art
work. As in the case of the common denominator argument, the formalist then
goes on to canvas the relevant alternatives: representation, expression and the
exhibition of significant form. As we have already seen, neither representation nor
expression are unique functions of art works. Other activities also share these
functions. But the exhibition of significant form is a primary function unique to
art. Therefore, it is a sufficient criterion of art status.

Along with the function argument and the common denominator argument,
formalism also gains credibility from its apparent capacity to explain certain of
our intuitions about art. For example, we often criticize certain films for being too
message-oriented, while commending other films for being good of their kind.
Why is this? The formalist has a ready answer: a dumb, amoral film may be
formally interesting — it may deploy its formal devices (editing, camera movement,
color schemes and so on) — in compelling ways. In many such films, the thematic
content is negligible, or even silly, but its formal organization is riveting, whereas
a film with a big idea, however important and earnestly expressed, may strike us
as altogether, as they say, uncinematic. Formalism makes sense of comparative
judgements like these.

Likewise, formalism explains why we regard much of the art of the past as
worthwhile despite the fact that the sentiments it expresses and the ideas it
represents are now known to be obsolete. This contrasts with physics, where
discredited theories are long forgotten and rarely consulted. The formalist explains
this phenomenon by reminding us that the primary function of physics is to give
us knowledge about the universe. The information contained in many past art
works is believed to be wrong, but nevertheless we still read Lucretius’s On the
Nature of Things, the formalist hypothesizes, because of its evident formal virtues.

Because of its explanatory power and because of arguments like the common
denominator argument and the function argument, formalism is an appealing
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view. For those who expect an essential definition in response to the question
‘What is art?’ it provides a tidy response: x is an art work if and only if x is
primarily designed in order to possess and to exhibit significant form. (Note: the
inclusion of ‘designed’ in this formula is intended to differentiate art from nature.)
Additionally, formalism has important implications about art appreciation,
properly so-called.

If the essential, art-making characteristic of a work is its possession and
exhibition of significant form, then the pertinent object of our attention to an art
work qua art is significant form. Art works may contain other features, such as
representation and garden-variety emotions, but these are incidental and strictly
irrelevant to their status as art works. Thus, when it comes to appreciating art
works, attention should be focused exclusively on their formal properties.

Formalism has been an influential doctrine. For decades schoolchildren were
taught not to let their attention wander away from the text: not to allow their
concentration to become caught up in the story’s relation to real life, rather than
to savor its formal organization and features (for example, its unity, complexity,
and intensity). But formalism does not simply advocate certain protocols for
aesthetic experience. It also attempts to ground those protocols in an ambitious
philosophical theory.

According to formalism, the intended primary function of exhibiting significant
form is a necessary condition for art status. But this cannot be right. Many of our
greatest works of art were produced with patently different primary intentions,
such as many military monuments whose primary function was to commemorate
great victories. In response, the formalist may attempt to modify this condition,
arguing that an art work is something that has among its primary functions the
exhibition of significant form. But this too seems unlikely.

Modern art is full of examples of what are called found objects, or ready-made
objects, such as Duchamp’s Why not Sneeze? These ordinary objects are selected
and put forward as art works in order to provoke conceptual insights. Frequently,
such objects are chosen expressly because of their palpable lack of what can be
called significant form. Inasmuch as these found objects are art, it cannot be the
case that the exhibition of significant form is a necessary condition for art status.

Moreover, counter-examples to the formalist thesis can also be located in tradi-
tional art. Many cultures produce statues of demon figures whose intended function
is to frighten intruders who wander into forbidden precincts. Such figurines are art,
coveted by museums and collectors alike. But it is unimaginable that their creators
could have in any way intended them as vehicles for the exhibition of significant
form. Such an intention would be at odds with their intention to scare off viewers.
So, once again we must conclude that the intended function of exhibiting significant
form cannot be a necessary condition for art status.
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Is it a sufficient condition, however? Here let us return to the case of the theorem
from symbolic logic. Such theorems may possess significant form. The formalist,
however, maintains that they are not art works because the exhibition of significant
form is not among their intended primary functions. However, consider the case of
a theorem whose proof has already been established, but by means of a lengthy or
cumbersome set of steps. Suppose some logician decides to find a more elegant way
of solving the problem, and succeeds in doing so. ‘Elegance’ is surely a formal
property, and in this case the point of the exercise is that the theorem in question
possess and exhibit formal beauty. The formalist would appear to be compelled to
recognize this as an art work, but this is a fallacious result. Thus, the intended
function of exhibiting significant form is not a sufficient condition for art status.

Nor does our argument hinge on this one example. An athlete may have
among his or her primary intentions the desire not only to win, but to do it with
arresting visual style. And though a baseball catch can be a thing of nearly balletic
beauty (and be intended as such), it is not a work of art. (If we refer to it in this
way, as we often do, we are, of course, only speaking metaphorically.)

If the intended exhibition of significant form is neither a necessary nor a
sufficient condition for art status, what are we to make of the common denominator
argument and the function argument? These arguments can be stated in ways that
are logically valid, yet logically valid arguments can reach false conclusions when
their premises are false. The problem with the common denominator argument
and the function argument is that both contain false or misleading premises.

The common denominator argument presupposes that the possession of either
representational, expressive or formal properties constitutes a necessary
condition for art status. This presupposition can be criticized from two different
directions. First, it can be pointed out that this array of alternatives does not spell
out all of the relevant options, and that consequently the argument lacks proper
logical closure. Unless we know that these are the only candidates available as
necessary conditions for art status, we have no reason to accept formalism as the
result of an argument by elimination like this one. Furthermore, we have every
reason to believe that there are other candidates, such as certain historical
properties (Danto 1981) and/or institutional properties (Dickie 1984). These
possibilities, especially given the consensus, as already discussed, that ‘found
objects’ can qualify as works of art, may be even more comprehensive than the
exhibition of formal properties. Thus, the common denominator argument is
false because one of its central premises misleadingly insinuates that it has
exhausted all the pertinent alternatives when it has not.

A second frequently-mentioned, though very different, line of objection to the
common denominator argument is that it presupposes that there must be a necessary
feature shared by all art works. Followers of Ludwig Wittgenstein such as Morris
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Weitz (1956) have questioned this. Believing that all art works necessarily possess
a common feature seems to be more an article of faith than an established fact.
What we call art seems so very diverse. There are so many different artforms and
so much variety within artforms. Why suppose that they share a single common
property or even a single set of common properties? Is it plausible to suppose that
John Cage’s 4° 33” has an essential property that corresponds to an essential
feature of the Taj Mahal?

Bell said that we gibber if we cannot adduce a feature common to all art works.
But we apply many concepts, like the concept of game, in ordinary language
without being able to name an essential property that every object that falls under
the concept possesses. Many theories abound about how we are able to do this.
Thus, we may not have to worry about gibbering if we deny that the concept of
art is governed by necessary conditions. Moreover, if one agrees that one of the
alternatives that should be added to the common denominator argument is the
possibility that art has no necessary conditions, one may resist the conclusion that
formalism is the obvious survivor of the sort of process of elimination the
common denominator argument invites.

Similar problems beset the function argument. It too ignores the possibility
that there may be no primary function (or set of primary functions) unigue to art,
as well as the possibility that the functions of art may reside somewhere other
than in representation, expression or the exhibition of significant form. Thus, the
function argument does not compel us to agree that the exhibition of significant
form is a sufficient condition for art status.

Moreover, both the common denominator argument and the function
argument, along with the general statement of the formalist definition of art, are
plagued by a problem that we have so far left unremarked, namely that the
concept of significant form that is the central term of the formalist’s arguments
and definition is regrettably indeterminate. Without some idea of the nature of
significant form or some criteria for recognizing it, we must worry (stealing a line
from Bell) that when we employ it, we gibber.

What exactly is significant form? The formalist gives us no way to discriminate
between significant form and insignificant form. Formalists may give us examples
of each, but no principles. What makes one juxtaposition of shapes significant
and another not? We have no way to decide. Nor can it be said, as some say of
art, that reliable criteria for applying significant form inhere in ordinary
language, since ‘significant form’ is not a term of ordinary usage, but a piece of
jargon. Thus, obscurity lies at the heart of formalism; the theory turns out to be
useless, because its central term is undefined.

The formalist might say that a work has significant form if it is arresting. But
that is not enough, since a work can be arresting for reasons other than formal
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ones, or even in virtue of formal properties that are not significant in the
formalist’s sense: such as its unusual, all-over monotone color. How, without a
characterization of significant form, will we know whether a work is arresting
because it possesses significant form, rather than for some other reason?

Often formalists attempt to repair this shortcoming by saying that significant
form is such that it causes a special mental state in the minds of viewers. But this
is not a helpful suggestion unless the formalist can define that state of mind.
Otherwise we are left with one undefined concept posing as a definition of another,
which is effectively equivalent to having no definition at all. Nor can the formalist
say that significant form is that which causes the peculiar state of mind in percip-
ients that is the apprehension of significant form, since such a definition is circular.
We would already have to possess the concept of significant form in order to tell
whether the mental state was indeed an apprehension of significant form.

It is impossible here to review all the different proposals — in terms of notions
like aesthetic emotion and aesthetic experience — that formalists have attempted to
craft in order to characterize the putative mental state that significant form is
alleged to afford. To date, none of these has been anything less than controversial.
Thus, at this point in time, the burden of proof falls to the formalist, since on the
face of it it appears unlikely that there is a distinctive state of mind elicited by all
and only art works. That is, since there are so many different kinds of art work
that require all sorts of mental responses, it is doubtful that there is just one mental
state which they all induce. Does a feminist novel really engender the same kind of
mental state as a Fabergé egg? Is there really some uniform aesthetic experience
elicited by all art works? Until that question is answered positively, precisely and
persuasively, the idea that significant form can be explicated by reference to
aesthetic experience remains moot. But without such an answer, the notion of
significant form is too vague to be credible.

Perhaps the most incendiary corollary of formalism is the idea that representa-
tional properties in art works, whenever they appear in art works, are strictly
irrelevant to their status as art and to our appreciation of them as art works.
According to formalists, we must appreciate art works in terms of their purely
formal relationships, divorced from the claims and concepts of daily life. But this
is a very unlikely doctrine, for the simple reason that what is called significant
form frequently supervenes on the representational content of art works.

In order to access the form of a novel — to track its unity and diversity, to
appreciate its intensity or its lack thereof — we must attend to its representations
of actions, places and characters. We must generally bring to the novel the kinds
of schemas, scripts and folk psychology that cognitive scientists tell us we bring to
the affairs of ordinary life. But if in order to admire the structure of oppositional
relationships among the characters in a novel we must deploy the categories of
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ordinary life (such as what are called person schemas) to the states of affairs the
novelist represents, then the notion that representation and its connection to
ordinary experience is strictly irrelevant is grievously mistaken.

Furthermore, it is not difficult to extend observations like this to our appre-
hension of form in many historical, mythological, religious and otherwise
narrative paintings and sculptures, since there too form often comes to light only
in the shadows of representational content.

As a heuristic, formalism may be a useful pedagogical standpoint. It reminds us
that it is important not to overlook the formal dimension of art works. Artists
spend an immense amount of energy designing the structures of art works, and
attending to the intelligence disclosed by the form of a work can be a rewarding
source of satisfaction for readers, viewers or listeners. However, transforming this
near-truism into a philosophy of art, as the formalist does, impoverishes rather
than enriches our understanding of art.

See also Definitions of art, The aesthetic, Kant.
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PRAGMATISM

Dewey

Richard Shusterman

There is nothing in Anglo-American aesthetics that can compare with the
comprehensive scope, detailed argument, and passionate power of Dewey’s Art
as Experience (1987). Yet though this book initially aroused considerable
interest, pragmatist aesthetics was, by the late fifties, totally eclipsed by
analytic philosophy of art, which by and large dismissed Dewey’s aesthetic
theory as “a hodge-podge of conflicting methods and undisciplined specula-
tions” (Isenberg 1987: 128; see also Shusterman 1989).

In the last several years, there have been strong signs of a positive revaluation
of Dewey’s legacy. Many have become tired of the confines of analytic aesthetics,
turning to continental aesthetics for deeper discussions of art’s sociopolitical
dimensions and its practical, ethical, and ideological functions. These topics are
very much present in Dewey. In what follows I shall suggest some of the attrac-
tions of Dewey’s aesthetics by showing how it diverges from the classical analytic
aesthetics that dominated Anglo-American philosophy of art since the 1950s, and
how it accommodates the most appealing themes of continental theory. I shall then
conclude by considering how Dewey’s pragmatist tradition in aesthetics has been
revived and extended by more recent philosophers who were trained in analytic
philosophy and remain appreciative of its resources and style of argument, even in
making their more pragmatist points. This should make clear that the series of
contrasts I draw between classical analytic aesthetics and Deweyan pragmatist
aesthetics does not imply that analysis and pragmatism are essentially incompat-
ible orientations which cannot fruitfully be combined by philosophers of art.

The pragmatist alternative

One of the most central features of Dewey’s aesthetics is its naturalism. The
first chapter of Art as Experience is entitled “The Live Creature,” and it and all
the subsequent chapters are dedicated to grounding aesthetics in the natural
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needs, constitution, and activities of the embodied human organism. Dewey
aims at “recovering the continuity of esthetic experience with normal processes
of living” (Dewey 1987: 16). Aesthetic understanding must start with and never
the biological

<«

forget the roots of art and beauty in the “basic vital functions,
commonplaces” man shares with “bird and beast” (ibid.: 19-20). For Dewey,
all art is the product of interaction between the living organism and its envi-
ronment, an undergoing and a doing which involves a reorganization of
energies, actions, and materials. Though human arts have become more spiri-
tualized, “the organic substratum remains as the quickening and deep
foundation,” the sustaining source of the emotional energies of art which make
it so enhansive to life (ibid.: 30-1). This essential physiological stratum is not
confined to the artist. The perceiver, too, must engage his or her natural feelings
and energies as well as his or her physiological sensory motor responses in
order to appreciate art, which for Dewey amounts to reconstituting something
as art in aesthetic experience.

The major thrust of classical analytic aesthetics is sharply opposed to natural-
izing art and its aesthetic value. G. E. Moore established this attitude with his
doctrine of the naturalistic fallacy, a fallacy which “has been quite as commonly
committed with regard to beauty as with regard to good” (Moore 1959: 201).
Aesthetic qualities must not be identified with natural ones, and are not even
reducible or logically entailed by them. This is precisely the point of Sibley’s
(1959) seminal analysis of aesthetic concepts, and it is why Margaret Macdonald
held that “works of art are esoteric objects” (Macdonald 1954: 114).

Art’s functionality

Part of Dewey’s naturalism is to insist that art’s aim “is to serve the whole
creature in his unified vitality,” a “live creature” demanding natural satisfac-
tions (Dewey 1987: 122). This stands in sharp contrast to the extreme
emphasis on disinterestedness which analytic aesthetics inherited from Kant.
This emphasis goes beyond the mere Moorean point that beauty, like good, is
a purely intrinsic value or end in itself, which can only be misconceived as a
means. There is the further characterization of art as something essentially
defined by its non-instrumentality and gratuitousness. Strawson explains the
impossibility of any general rules for art by defining our interest in art as
totally devoid of any “interest in anything it can or should do, or that we can
do with it” (Strawson 1974: 178); and Stuart Hampshire likewise tells us that
“a work of art is gratuitous, something made or done gratuitously, and not in
response to a problem posed” (Hampshire 1954: 161). The underlying motive
for such analytic attempts to purify art from any functionality was not to
denigrate it as worthlessly useless, but to place its worth apart from and above
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the realm of instrumental value and natural satisfactions. However noble the
intention, this attitude portrayed aesthetic experience as eviscerate and
socially irrelevant. No wonder many have turned to the theories of Nietzsche,
Bataille, and Foucault for recognition of the bodily factors and desires
involved in the aesthetic, just as they turn to continental Marxian theories for
greater appreciation of art’s historico-political and socioeconomic determi-
nants and instrumental power.

These very themes we can find in Dewey. Though no less devoted than the
analysts to defending the aesthetic and to proving its infungible worth, Dewey
did so by insisting on art’s great but global instrumental value. For anything
to have human value it must in some way serve the needs, and enhance the life
and development, of the human organism in coping with its environing world.
The mistake of the Kantian tradition was to assume that since art had no
specific, identifiable function which it could perform better than anything else,
it could only be defended as being beyond use and function. Dewey’s
important corrective is to argue that art’s special function and value lies not in
any specialized, particular end but in satisfying the live creature in a more
global way, by serving a variety of ends, and most importantly by enhancing
our immediate experience, which invigorates and vitalizes us, thus aiding our
achievement of whatever further ends we pursue. The work-song sung in the
harvest fields not only provides the harvesters with a satisfying aesthetic
experience, but its zest carries over into their work and invigorates and
enhances it. The same can be said for works of high art. They are not merely
a special function-class of instruments for generating aesthetic experience (as
they essentially are for Beardsley (1958), the analyst closest to Dewey’s
account of aesthetic value and experience); they modify and enhance
perception and communication; they energize and inspire because aesthetic
experience is always spilling over and getting integrated into our other
activities, enhancing and deepening them.

The centrality of the aesthetic

Dewey’s recognition of the global functionality of art is related to another
view where he seems to differ sharply from analytic philosophers: the philo-
sophical primacy and centrality of art and the aesthetic. For Dewey, the
aesthetic experience is the “experience in which the whole creature is alive”
and most alive (Dewey 1987: 33). “To esthetic experience, then, the philoso-
pher must go to understand what experience is” (ibid.: 278). While Dewey saw
art as the qualitative measure of any society, analytic philosophers saw science
as the ideal and paradigm of human achievement. And analytic aesthetics, at
least initially, was largely an attempt to apply the logically rigorous and precise
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methods of scientific philosophy to the wayward and woolly realm of art. Yet
Dewey, appreciative as he was of scientific method and progress, could not help
but regard scientific experience as thinner than art. For art engages more of the
human organism in a more meaningful and immediate way, including the higher
complexities of thinking: “the production of a work of genuine art probably
demands more intelligence than does most of the so-called thinking that goes on
among those who pride themselves on being ‘intellectuals’” (ibid.: 52). He
therefore held “that art — the mode of activity that is charged with meanings
capable of immediately enjoyed possession — is the complete culmination of
nature, and that ‘science’ is properly a handmaiden that conducts natural events
to this happy issue” (Dewey 1929: 358).

Continuities versus dualisms

Dewey tries to deconstruct the traditional privileging opposition of science over
art not only by reversing the privilege but by denying there is any rigid
dichotomy or opposition between the two. He insists that “science is an art,” for
“esthetic quality . . . may inhere in scientific work” and both enterprises perform
the same essential function of helping us order and cope with experience (Dewey
1929: 358). Like Derrida’s idea of the general text, Dewey’s central continuity
thesis was aimed at breaking the stranglehold of entrenched dualisms and rigid
disciplinary distinctions which stifle creative thought and fragment both
individual experience and social life. He sought to connect aspects of human
experience and activity which had been divided by specialized, compartmental-
izing thought, then more brutally sundered by specialist, departmentalizing
institutions in which such fragmented disciplinary thinking is reinscribed and
reinforced. In these ways he also anticipates Adorno and Foucault.

Dewey’s aesthetic naturalism, aimed at “recovering the continuity of esthetic
is part of his attempt to break the
stifling hold of “the compartmental conception of fine art” (Dewey 1987: 14),

5

experience with normal processes of living,’

that old and institutionally entrenched philosophical ideology of the aesthetic
which sharply distinguishes art from real life, and remits it “to a separate realm”
— the museum, theater, and concert hall (ibid.: 1987: 9).

Dewey’s aesthetics of continuity and holism, however, not only undermines
the art/science and art/life dichotomies; it insists on the fundamental continuity
of a host of traditional binary notions and genre distinctions whose long-
assumed oppositional contrast has structured so much of philosophical
aesthetics: form/content, fine/practical art, high/popular culture, spatial/
temporal arts, artist/audience, to name but a few. There is no space here to
discuss his critique of all such rigid dualisms and distinctions; nor to belabor its
affinity to deconstruction and postmodernism, and its radical contrast to

100



PRAGMATISM

analytic aesthetics whose quest for clarity typically advocated “a ruthlessness in
making distinctions” (Passmore 1954) combined with a respect for entrenched
disciplinary divisions and critical practices (Shusterman 1986, 1992).

The criterion of experience

Analytic aesthetics, pursued under the ideal of science, thus tended to shirk
issues of evaluation and reform. The aim was to analyze and clarify the estab-
lished concepts and practices of art criticism, not to revise them; to give a true
account of our concept of art, not to change it. In vivid contrast, Deweyan
aesthetics is interested not in truth for truth’s sake but in achieving richer and
more satisfying experience. For Dewey’s pragmatism, experience not truth is
the final standard. The ultimate aim of all enquiry, scientific or aesthetic, is not
knowledge itself but better experience or experienced value, and Dewey insists
on “the immediacy of aesthetic experience” and its experienced value (Dewey
1987: 294). From this follows his view of the supremacy of the aesthetic: art’s
“immediately enjoyed,” active experience is the “culmination of nature, for
which truth or science serves as an auxiliary ‘handmaiden’” (ibid.: 33n.). It also
follows that aesthetic values cannot be permanently fixed by aesthetic theory or
criticism but must be continually tested and may be overturned by the tribunal
of changing experience (ibid.: 100-1, 110, 325).

Integrating art and life

A more dramatic and radical consequence of this experiential standard is that
our aesthetic concepts, including the concept of art itself, are revealed as mere
instruments which need to be challenged and revised when they fail to provide
the best experience. This can account for Dewey’s obvious attempt to direct his
aesthetic theory at radically reforming our concept of art and the aesthetic, an
attempt which was alien to the essentially accepting, clarificatory spirit of
analytic aesthetics. While analytic aesthetics followed the romantic and modernist
tradition of defending art’s value and autonomy by identifying the concept of art
with the concept (and associated sublimity and genius) of high art, Dewey
deplores this elitist tradition, which he attacks under the labels of “the museum
conception of art”(Dewey 1987: 12) and “the esoteric idea of fine art” (ibid.: 90).
The prime motive for his opposition to the spiritualized sequestration of art was
not ontological considerations of naturalistic continuity and emergence. It was
the instrumental aim of improving our immediate experience through
sociocultural transformation where art would be richer and more satisfying to
more people, because it would be closer to their most vital interests and better
integrated into their lives. The compartmentalization and spiritualization of art
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as an elevated separate realm set upon a remote pedestal, divorced from the
materials and aims of all other human effort, have removed art from the lives of
most of us, and thus have impoverished the aesthetic quality of our lives.

More than art suffers from its spiritualized sequestration; nor was this
compartmentalization established simply by and for aesthetes to secure and
purify their pleasures. The idea of art and the aesthetic as a separate realm
distinguished by its freedom, imagination, and pleasure has as its underlying
correlative the dismal assumption that ordinary life is necessarily one of joyless,
unimaginative coercion. This provides the powers and institutions structuring
our everyday life with the best excuse for their increasingly brutal indifference
to natural human needs for the pleasures of beauty and imaginative freedom.
These are not to be sought in real life, but in fine art, an escape that gives
temporary relief. Art becomes, in Dewey’s mordant phrase, “the beauty parlor
of civilization,” covering with an opulent aesthetic surface its ugly horrors and
brutalities, which, for Dewey, include class snobbery and capitalism’s profit-
seeking oppression and alienation of labor (Dewey 1987: 14-16). Here again,
we find Dewey anticipating currently influential themes in aesthetic theory
which we have imported from the Marxian Frankfurt school.

Social context

Analytic theories of the historicity and institutional nature of art are painfully
narrow and rarefied compared to Dewey’s, which sees “the compartmentalized
conception of fine art” and the austere esotericism of contemporary high art not as
an “internal development,” but as largely a product of nationalism and imperialism
(which fed the museum), and industrialization and world-market capitalism (which
deprived art of its “intimate social connection”) (Dewey 1987: 14-16). Modern
socioeconomic forces have so divided between joyless “externally enforced labor”
and free enjoyment, between production and consumption, that the “chasm

>

between ordinary and esthetic experience,” art and real life, has become theoreti-
cally convincing. Thus, for Dewey, not only art but philosophical theories about art
(and everything else) are significantly shaped by “extraneous” socioeconomic
conditions; so our concept of art needs to be reformed as part and parcel of the

reform of society which has so constituted it.

Art experience versus the art object

I conclude with perhaps Dewey’s most central aesthetic theme: the privileging
of aesthetic experience over the material object which ordinary, reified thinking
identifies (and then commodifies and fetishizes) as the work of art. For Dewey
the essence and value of art is not in such artifacts, but in the dynamic and
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developing experiential activity through which they are created and perceived.
He therefore distinguishes between the “art product” and “the actual work of
art [which] is what the product does with and in experience” (Dewey 1987: 9).
In contrast, analytic aesthetics has been rather suspicious of aesthetic
experience (at times even denying its existence), while privileging the art object.
It expended enormous efforts in trying to fix the precise criteria for identifying
the same art object in its various manifestations (such as copies or perform-
ances) and for individuating it from other objects and inauthentic
manifestations (such as forgeries). Analytic aesthetics did this because its
scientific ideal was objective truth about art rather than the Deweyan goal of
enhanced experience. Privileging objective critical truth meant privileging
objects. Thus even Beardsley, whose first book followed Dewey in making
aesthetic experience the crux of aesthetics, eventually gave uncontested
privilege to the object as the guarantor of objective criticism. “The first thing
required to make criticism possible is an object to be criticized -
something . . . with its own properties against which interpretations and
judgements can be checked.” He therefore posits the object-centered principles
of independence and autonomy: “that literary works exist as individuals” and
“are self-sufficient entities” (Beardsley 1970: 16).

Undoubtedly much of poststructuralism’s appeal derives from its attack on
the static, closed notion of the art work as a fully fixed, self-sufficient and
inviolable object, and its ardent insistence on the active role and openness of
reading as textual practice which reconstitutes literary meaning. Such themes,
central to the fashionable continental theories of Barthes, Derrida, and
Foucault, are anticipated in Dewey’s move from closed artistic product to
open, transformative aesthetic experience. But Dewey’s theory seems saner, for
while rejecting structural fixity and reification, he clearly preserves the notions
of structure, unity, and object by reconstituting them in a functional,
contextual form rather than suggesting their total rejection as inescapably
rigid, foundational, and retrograde.

Dewey’s heritage

The conclusion should be obvious. Since Dewey’s aesthetics offers crucial
insights usually lacking in the analytic tradition, and obtainable from conti-
nental theory but often only at the costly price of conceptual obfuscation and
irrelevant theoretical baggage, it represents an excellent point of departure for
new aesthetic thinking in Anglo-American philosophy. Though some of
Dewey’s views are undeniably contestable and dated, pragmatist aesthetics is
not simply a curiosity of the past; it points to the most promising future we can
envisage for aesthetic inquiry.
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Several philosophers, associated also with analytic philosophy, have built on
Deweyan insights to enrich the tradition of pragmatist aesthetics and apply it
to more contemporary aesthetic issues and artforms: from mass-media arts
and multiculturalism to postmodernism and the ethical art of living
(Shusterman 1995a, 1995b, 1997, 1992). Nelson Goodman (1976), for example,
develops Dewey’s theme of the continuity of art and science. Rejecting the idea
of autonomous aesthetic objects, valued merely for the pleasure of their form,
Goodman urges the fundamental unity of art and science through their
common cognitive function. Hence aesthetics should be placed with
philosophy of science and “should be conceived as an integral part of meta-
physics and epistemology”; and aesthetic value should be subsumed under
cognitive excellence (Goodman 1978: 102). Despite Goodman’s attempt to
supply extremely strict definitions of works of art in terms of authentic
objects, he insists with Dewey (and Beardsley) that what matters aesthetically
is not what the object is but how it functions in dynamic experience. He
therefore advocates that we replace the question “what is art?” with the
question “when is art?”

Other philosophers trained in the analytic tradition, such as Joseph Margolis
(1989, 1994), Richard Rorty (1989), and Richard Shusterman (1997, 1992),
have used pragmatist ideas to show how the interpretation of art works can be
meaningful and valid without the need to posit fixed entities as the unchanging
objects of valid interpretations. Their arguments show how traditionally
entrenched but dialogically open practices can be enough to secure identity of
reference for discussion of the work (and thus ensure that we can meaningfully
talk about the same work), without positing that there is therefore a fixed,
substantive nature of the art work that defines its identity. This basic strategy
of distinguishing between substantive and referential identity is formulated in
different ways by these contemporary pragmatists. All of them stress the
historicity and cultural embeddedness of art works, but only Margolis tries to
erect this idea into a ramified metaphysics of cultural objects. In contrast to the
idea (shared by Rorty, Margolis, and the literary pragmatist Stanley Fish) that
all our aesthetic experience is interpretive, Shusterman argues for some level of
experience “beneath interpretation,” thus reviving the early pragmatist respect
for non-linguistic dimensions of experience shared by James and Dewey.

As Nelson Goodman renews Dewey’s continuum of art and science, so
Richard Rorty (1989) extends Dewey’s pragmatist blending of aesthetics and
ethics by advocating ‘the aesthetic life’ as an ethics of ‘self-enrichment,” ‘self-
enlargement,” and ‘self-creation.” If Rorty’s vision of the aesthetic life has been
criticized for its isolation in the private sphere, its narrowing focus on language
and high cultural texts, and its consequent failure to engage with popular
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artforms and robustly embodied experience, Shusterman’s pragmatism argues
for the aesthetic experience of the popular arts, of somatic-centered disciplines,
and (following Dewey) of democracy itself.

Though Stanley Cavell seems reluctant to bear the label ‘pragmatist,” his
excellent, detailed work on popular cinema and television certainly helps
extend the respect for popular art that Dewey advocated (Cavell 1979, 1981,
1984). Cavell typically takes Emerson rather than Dewey as his mentor, but
that is no reason to exclude him from the pragmatist tradition. A good case can
be made that Emerson himself anticipated almost all the major themes that we
identify as pragmatist in Dewey’s aesthetics (Shusterman 1999a). If calling
Emerson a pragmatist seems anachronistic because he predates Peirce’s coinage
of the term, this argument will not hold for another thinker who anticipated
many of Dewey’s views of art and who studied pragmatism at Harvard. I refer
to the African-American philosopher and cultural critic Alain Locke, whose
anthology The New Negro (1925) served as the guiding light of the Harlem
Renaissance (Shusterman 1999b). Here one might even establish a link of
influence from Locke to Dewey, since Albert C. Barnes (the art collector and
critic) was a contributor to Locke’s project on the aesthetics of The New Negro;
and Dewey claimed that the ideas and discussions of the same Albert C. Barnes
were “a chief factor” in shaping Dewey’s Art as Experience, which was in fact
dedicated to Barnes.
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Simon Glendinning

The saving power of art

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) is best known for his first book, Being and Time
(Heidegger 1962 [1927]), which propelled him to the centre of the philosophical
stage in Europe, radically transforming the ‘continental’ scene. That book makes
only a passing reference to works of art, and that reference is apparently
restricted to poetic works (Heidegger 1962: sect. 34). That this is restriction is
only an appearance will become clearer as we proceed, but on the basis of that
book one could be forgiven for thinking that art plays a minor role in Heidegger’s
thinking. That impression could not arise from a reading of his later essays, and
it would be natural to see this as part of a general shift in his philosophy, a shift
that might warrant drawing a distinction between an ‘early’ and ‘later’ Heidegger,
much as we do with Wittgenstein. That may well be misleading even for
Wittgenstein, but it is certainly misleading in the case of Heidegger. One of the
aims of this chapter is to show that an appreciation of Heidegger’s philosophy of
art profoundly enriches but never overturns or supplants his early writings.

The abiding and deep significance of art for Heidegger’s conception of human
existence can perhaps be best introduced by considering its extraordinary
appearance at the end of an essay from 1953 entitled “The Question of
Technology” (Heidegger 1993). In that essay, Heidegger took up a topic which
was widely seen as involving a disturbing new presence in the contemporary
world: modern machine technology. In what we will come to see as a ‘gear-
shifting’ gesture utterly characteristic of his thinking, Heidegger regarded
contemporary opinion on this matter as completely failing to grasp its essence.
Not that Heidegger saw the growing concern as misplaced and modern
technology as something to be embraced: if anything, Heidegger thought that
the voices of dissent did not go far enough.

For Heidegger, what is at stake with the rise of modern technology is not the
growing presence in our midst of a distinctive and dangerous new kind of thing,
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but — and this is the characteristically Heideggerian ‘shift of gear’ — the holding
sway of a distinctive and dangerous new kind of ‘midst’ within which things
show themselves. The idea is that the essence of modern technology, conceived
here as what makes it possible for technological instrumentation and equipment
to arise in human modes of doing and knowing, is a particular “way of
revealing” the actual (Heidegger 1993: 318). This is not just one way of
revealing among others, and for Heidegger it certainly is not a neutral way. On
the contrary, it is a way of revealing which discloses everything everywhere as
measurable, calculable and orderable (under orders or at our command), as
what Heidegger comes to call a “standing-reserve” (ibid.: 322).

The dominance of technology obviously connects closely with our own self-
understanding too. For Heidegger it is a central characteristic of contemporary
modernity that we are more than ever inclined to see ourselves as commanders
of nature: we elevate man as the “lord of the earth” (ibid.: 332) who can,
through the use of technology, dominate the natural world. Lording it up in
this way is not, Heidegger insists, man’s true dignity. Moreover, for Heidegger,
when the essence of modern technology reigns as the dominant way of
revealing, then what is genuinely most distinctive, most human in man
threatens to become so deeply eclipsed that “man himself” — the supposed
master of the forces and energies of nature — can come to the point where “he
himself will have to be taken as standing-reserve,” something whose presence
is grasped only in terms of something to be measured, controlled and ordered
(ibid.: 332). This, in Heidegger’s view, is the real threat of modern technology.
Nevertheless, as we shall see, for Heidegger there is still hope. A “decisive
confrontation” with the essence of modern technology is possible because
there is a “saving power” in a realm akin to, yet also fundamentally different
from the essence of modern technology. “Such a realm” Heidegger enigmati-
cally asserts “is art” (ibid.: 340).

In this chapter I will explain why Heidegger came to consider art as having
such a fundamental role in the destiny of human existence.

Clearing the midst

In order to understand Heidegger’s philosophy of art we first need to appreciate
that the same kind of ‘gear shift’ evident in his discussion of modern technology
is at the heart of his account of art and works of art. Thus, against the
prevailing tendency to conceive art in terms of the object produced by artists
(an object of aesthetic appreciation and enjoyment), Heidegger attempts to
think the essence of art otherwise than in terms of the presence of a thing.

Yet who would ever think of these things as mere things? Perhaps,
Heidegger dryly suggests, the removal men involved in shifting works of art
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from one gallery to another, “shipped like coal from the Ruhr and logs from
the Blackforest,” relate to the art-work as a mere thing (Heidegger 1993: 145).
Perhaps the cleaners in the museum, who will dust a sculpture and a donation-
box alike, do too. But, he acknowledges, those who are supposed to be in the
know about the things involved here — and really that is meant to be everyone
— know that this is a crude external view of the work. The “actuality” of the
work of art cannot be reduced to the presence of a mere thing.

So what is the kind of actuality involved here? Or to put this in other words,
what takes place or what occurs when there is a work of art? In its most
pervasive dimension this is the question which is in focus in Heidegger’s 1936
paper “The Origin of the Work of Art” (1993). The basic proposal of that
paper is to fundamentally reject, not only the idea that the actuality of a work
of art can be grasped on the basis of its “thingly” character, but quite generally
the idea that it might be grasped on the basis of the presence of something in
the world at all: even a special kind of thing which is the object of a distinc-
tively aesthetic experience. Heidegger ‘shifts gear’: what is essential to art, what
is at work in the work of art, is, like the essence of modern technology for its
part, not a (no doubt distinctive) kind of presence in our midst, but the sending
our way of a “clearing,” the historical coming to pass of a ‘midst’ or ‘world’
within which what is actual shows itself or appears. Of course, a work of art,
like a piece of technological equipment, also appears in the world. But for
Heidegger the “thingly” character of the work must be understood on the basis
of what is at work in the work and not the reverse. Heidegger’s basic proposal
is thus quite astonishing. The work of the work of art, or more precisely what
he calls “great art” (ibid.: 166), is nothing short of a “happening of truth”
(ibid.: 185), a “happening” which is conceived not in the sense of the taking
place of an adequate image or representation of beings or things, but an
original opening-up or revealing of beings as such. The essence of art, like the
essence of modern technology, is a way of revealing.

From the work of man to the work of art

To understand Heidegger’s conception of the essence of art, it will prove
helpful to see it against the background of his ‘early’ work, Being and Time
(Heidegger 1962) That work remained famously unfinished, an interrupted
project. But one of the most striking aspects of his ‘later’ essays is that they
have just the same central target in view as it had: namely, interpretations
which conceive man anthropologically, that is, as a (no doubt distinctive)
presence or entity within the world. Heidegger’s alternative is one in which the
actuality of man (our ‘Dasein’ to use Heidegger’s term) is not conceived in
terms of a presence in the world at all. As Heidegger had already insisted in
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Being and Time, “Being-present-at-hand [is] a kind of Being which is essen-
tially inappropriate to entities of Dasein’s character. To avoid getting
bewildered . . . the term ‘existence,” as a designation of Being, will be allotted
solely to Dasein” (Heidegger 1962: 42). ‘Existence’ is thus sharply distin-
guished from ‘presence,” and the former cannot be understood by starting out
from the latter. Thus, Heidegger continues, “Dasein is never to be defined
ontologically by regarding it as life plus something else” (ibid.: 50). In “The
Origin of the Work of Art” this critique of anthropological tendencies in the
interpretation of ‘existence’ receives its most radical elaboration. Ultimately
for Heidegger man is man, that is, man ‘exists’ in Heidegger’s sense, only as
(to use Nietzsche’s words) an “artistically creative subject”. But that
conception can be correctly understood only if we can ‘shift gear’. As we shall
see, for Heidegger, in essence man is not simply ‘ontically’ but, in a certain
way, ‘ontologically’ creative. That is, man is not just a maker of beings or
things, but ‘exists’ in such a way that, without man, Being “is not” (Heidegger
1993: 211).

I want to begin an explanation of this thought by focusing on a remarkable
structural parallel between Heidegger’s critique of traditional anthropology and
his critique of traditional aesthetics. First, let us look at the question of man.
The lowest, most crude interpretation of man is the biologism of what John
McDowell has called “bald naturalism” (McDowell 1994: 67). On this inter-
pretation “the essence of man consists in being an animal organism”
(Heidegger 1993: 229). Bald naturalism is rife today in philosophy, but it is a
position which is rejected not only by Heidegger (massively and comprehen-
sively) but also by traditional philosophical anthropology. For the traditional
philosopher, the naturalistic definition is regarded as insufficient and needs to
be overcome or offset by attributing man-the-animal with a unique and distinc-
tive trait: man is part of creation but is also unique in that he is created in the
image of God; or man is an animal but is an animal which has the power of
reason, the character of a person, the possession of language or consciousness
or mind or soul or whatever. Man is, in short, “life plus.” That is, as Heidegger
puts it, “metaphysics thinks of man on the basis of animalitas” even if he is
then “not equated with beasts” (ibid.: 227).

Heidegger’s critique of anthropology involves a certain reversal of this
tradition. We are not to understand the humanity of man on the basis of his
animality — on the basis, that is, of his presence in the world as a (living) thing
— but rather the animality of man on the basis of his humanity. Yes, man is
unique, but not because a human being is an entity in the world which has
some special property. Indeed, man ‘is’ not ‘there’ primarily as a presence in
the world at all, but rather has Being-in-the-world as its basic state. Man qua
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Dasein ‘exists’ only in virtue of ‘being there’. The thought here can be brought
out with the question: what occurs when there is a man? According to both
naturalism and traditional philosophical anthropology the answer is: a certain
kind of entity is present in the world. According to Heidegger, however,
Dasein’s distinctive openness to entities as entities implies a fundamental
contrast with approaches in which man is conceived, in the first instance, as
an animal presence in the world. According to Heidegger, animals in general
(what he conceives of as, essentially, mere biological organisms) have some
access to entities within the world. But such access is, he argues, always circum-
scribed by the Being of the animal such that it has no access to them as such;
no access to entities in their Being. The (ontological) difference of man is then
expressed with the thought that man ‘is’ only in an understanding of Being, and
hence that “the essence of man consists in his being more than merely human”
(Heidegger 1993: 245). On this view, the actuality of man is irreducible to our
animal presence in the world. Indeed our presence in the world must be grasped
on the basis of our ‘existence’; of our standing outside our animal Being and
within “the clearing” or the “openness of Being” (ibid.: 252).

Let us now turn from the question of man to the question of art. I shall do
so in a way that brings out the structural parallels in Heidegger’s accounts, but
it should be noted that I am also giving an outline of the first crucial stages in
the development of the essay “The Origin of the Work of Art” itself. The
lowest, most crude interpretation of art is a kind of brutal physicalism: “works
of art are as naturally present as are things. The picture hangs on the wall like
a rifle or a hat. . . . Beethoven’s quartets lie in the storerooms of the publishing
house like potatoes in a cellar” (ibid.: 145). On this interpretation the essence
of art consists in being a thing: “all works have this thingly character” (ibid.).
As T have already indicated, this conception is rejected not only by Heidegger
(massively and comprehensively) but by pretty much everyone, including by
traditional philosophical aesthetics. For the traditional philosopher the brutal
physicalist definition is regarded as obviously crude and external. It is insuffi-
cient and needs to be overcome or offset by attributing the physical work-thing
with a unique and distinctive trait: a work of art is a thing but is also unique in
that it is “a thing to which something else adheres”: namely, “an aesthetic
value” (ibid.: 164).

In short, the work is a “thing plus”. Thus, “the formulation native to
aesthetics” is to think of a work of art on the basis of its thingly character even
if it is not then equated with mere things. “The way in which aesthetics views
theart work from the outset is dominated by the traditional interpretation of all
beings” (Heidegger 1993: 164): namely, in terms of their presence-at-hand.
Heidegger’s critique of traditional aesthetics, like his critique of traditional
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philosophical anthropology, involves a certain reversal. We are not to
understand what is at work in a work of art, the work’s ‘workly’ character, on
the basis of its presence in the world — on the basis, that is, of its ‘thingly’
character — but rather while “the thingly feature in the work should not be
denied . . . it must be conceived by way of the work’s workly nature” (ibid.:
165). What then, according to Heidegger, is the kind of actuality that belongs
to the work of art if it is not presence-at-hand? Or, to ask our question again:
what occurs when there is a work of art if not a new presence in the world?

Heidegger’s answer is as clear as it is extraordinary. Yes, the work of art is
not a mere thing, but it is not a thing in the world with a special (aesthetic)
property either. Rather, according to Heidegger, the work of the work of art is
precisely that which makes possible a “world” within which entities with such-
and-such properties can be present at all: “the work belongs, as work, uniquely
within the realm that is opened up by itself” (ibid.: 167), that is, “the work as
work sets up a world” (ibid.: 170).

For Heidegger, then, the work of art somehow achieves the disclosure of the
“open region” within which beings appear; the disclosure of the “truth of
beings”. This is not, we should note, because it presents a likeness, an
appearance which corresponds to how things or beings appear. Heidegger
initially develops his view through a reading of a Van Gogh picture of peasant
shoes (see ‘Further reading’ at the end of the chapter for commentaries on this
reading), but his account is perhaps even more clear in connection to non-repre-
sentational works (Heidegger’s principal example here is a Greek temple). In
that case too, Heidegger insists, the actuality of the work, what occurs when
there is a work of art, is to be conceived as the “happening of truth,” and
clearly this cannot be thought of as its agreement or correspondence with
beings. If art is, as Heidegger suggests, an event of opening up or disclosure, it
is never simply the disclosure of the appearance of beings, but rather, the
disclosure of their Being, the disclosure of something like a ‘world’. Strongly
recalling the conception of the world developed in Being and Time, Heidegger
attributes to the work of the work of art the opening of that “open relational
context” (Heidegger 1993: 167) wherein man, uniquely, “dwells” (ibid.: 170).

This is, surely, a profoundly paradoxical position. The work does not
appear in a setting of humans, animals, plants and things. Rather, it is the
work of art that first gathers these all together, gathers the “earthly” ground
so that man can, in Heidegger’s sense, ‘exist’. Here we have a second, and
equally extraordinary, reversal of tradition. It is not that we first have an
entity, man, that creates art objects, but rather that we have a happening
which lets man be man, that is, lets man ‘dwell’ such that ‘what is’ (including
man himself) can show itself as it is.
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Before developing Heidegger’s conception of the work of the work of art
further, it is worth remarking that the paradoxical proposal we have just
reached seems to mark a profound shift from the thinking of Being and Time.
For the ‘early’ Heidegger it is man (qua Dasein) that is the origin of the
disclosed clearing in which he dwells. That is, man “as Being-in-the-world . . .
is cleared in itself, not through any other entity, but in such a way that it is
itself the clearing” (Heidegger 1962: 171). In “The Origin of the Work of Art”
by apparent contrast, the work of “opening the open region,” of disclosing a
world, is assigned to another entity — the art-work. Is this a shift in Heidegger’s
view? I do not think so. To see why, however, it will help to look more closely
at those aspects of his account of art which suggest that it is.

The autonomous work

Heidegger’s account insists that there is a radical autonomy of the work of art
vis-a-vis the human being whose activity is responsible for the presence of an
art-object. The artist, he states, ‘remains inconsequential . . . like a passageway
that destroys itself in the creative process’ (Heidegger 1993: 166). Thus what
is at work in the work is made to do without the presence of the artist. That
is, the work of the work can ‘occur’ in the radical absence of the artist as the
producer of an object. And as we have seen, what occurs here according to
Heidegger is astonishing: “the work opens up a world and keeps it abidingly
in force” (ibid.: 169).

This role seems completely mysterious and magical. How could such powers
be attributed to a work of art, however its actuality is conceived, and however
great it may be? Reiterating the basic dualism of Being and Time between
entities which do and entities which do not have Dasein’s character of Being,
Heidegger states at one point that “a stone is worldless. Plant and animal
likewise have no world ... The peasant woman, on the other hand, has a
world because she dwells in the overtness of beings” (Heidegger 1993: 170).
Yet this ‘existence’ is possible, it seems, only because of the extraordinary
work of the work of art. The artist himself or herself does not escape this. The
artist too ‘is” only insofar as he or she ‘exists’ in a world. And that presupposes
that there is a world opened up by the work of the work of art, a work of
clearing which alone can “establish it in its structure” (ibid.).

Heidegger’s paradoxical claim is, in fact, quite general. The work clears the
open region in which ‘what is” appears as itself. That is, the environment too
“comes forth” as itself “for the very first time” by the work of the work: “the
rock or stone first becomes rock or stone,” and similarly, the work of the work
allows “colours to glow, tones to sing, the word to say” (ibid.: 171). Picking

113



SIMON GLENDINNING

up on a word invited by the peasant woman’s plodding and weary ways,
Heidegger calls what thus appears as itself “the earth” (ibid.): “In setting up a
world, the work sets forth the earth. The work lets the earth be an earth”
(ibid.: 172). Thus, again, when an art work is actual there is not the presence-
at-hand of a new thing. Rather, “an open place occurs,” or “there is a
clearing” (ibid.: 178). In short, for the Heidegger of “The Origin of the Work
of Art” the work of clearing the open region is the work of the work of art,
and not the work of man. It is with considerable justice that Heidegger poses
the question, two-thirds of the way into his essay “How is it that there is art
at all?” (ibid.: 182). How indeed. How on earth could a work of art, even a
great work of art, by itself set up a world? Presumably only if it does not
happen simply ‘on earth.’

The worked work

The ‘being there’ of the work of art has been interpreted traditionally in terms of
presence; the presence of an art-object (the bearer of aesthetic qualities) created
by an artist-subject. Heidegger’s alternative, by contrast, seems to have bestowed
upon the work of art both an impossible role and an impossible autonomy.

Yet even Heidegger’s conception of the actuality of the work — the work of
the work as the “happening of truth” — has to relate to the work, if not as an
object, then at least as a kind of bearer of this happening. As we have seen,
however, Heidegger’s repeated claim is that the kind of ‘thingly’ character that
we have in view here has to be understood on the basis of the ‘workly’
character of the work and not the reverse. Thus if there is, as Heidegger puts it,
a “bringing forth” involved in the activity of the artist, this cannot be, just like
that, the same as the “bringing forth” of a piece of equipment, the making of a
thing. Heidegger attempts to bring this into focus with a vivid comparison, a
comparison which again suggests a strange parallel between the work of art
and Dasein, this time on the topic of death.

In Being and Time, Heidegger drew the distinction between Dasein and
entities which do not have the character of Dasein in terms of the distinction
between ‘existence’ and ‘presence-at-hand.” That contrast gave rise to a
profoundly anti-naturalistic, anti-anthropological conception of Dasein in
general, including ‘Dasein’s death.” Heidegger’s alternative conception can be
brought out by imagining a scene in which an old man is walking with his old
dog. Both are alive, and thus both lives can naturally come to an end. Suppose
that, on this walk, this happens. Both man and dog, for some reason, cease to
live. Now, going by first appearances, the event of ending of a life which here
occurs to both would seem to be the same. But for Heidegger, while the end of
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a dog’s life is essentially an event, an alteration or change within the world,
what he calls “perishing,” the end of the man’s life is, in an important sense,
something completely different; it is, as it were, the end of a world within
which such events take place. As Wittgenstein puts it too, for us human beings
“death is not an event in life: we do not live to experience death” (Wittgenstein
1961: 6.4311), and “so too at death the world does not alter, but comes to an
end” (ibid.: 6.431). In order to mark this contrast between the coming to the
end of life in the case of an animal and man, the distinctive ending of life in
man’s case is given a different name by Heidegger: man’s “demise”. But, as an
event, a demise still contrasts with Da