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244 The Refusal of Aesthetic Value 

Yes, well, it's very subtle, of course, it's all on a covert, understated level ... 
you just have to know how to really read these symbols if you want to get at 
their true meaning .... But ultimately it's pretty obvious, isn't it? 

Note 

1. Adrian Piper, "Goodbye to Easy Listening," in Pretend (New York: Colorstone Printing,
1990), n.p. 

11 
Revising the 

Aesthetic-Nonaesthetic Distinction: 
The Aesthetic Value of Activist Art 

Peggy Zeglin Brand 

As feminist researchers in the 196Os and 1970s began to (re)discover forgotten 
fem ale artists of the past five hundred years, the artworld responded in a 
variety of ways. Sometimes, it ignored the findings. At other times, it denied 
the status of these works of art. More prevalent, however, was the reluctant 
acknowledgment of such discoveries of art, accompanied by the caveat that 
they lacked aesthetic value. Similarly, as researchers of the 1980s undertook 
a similar process to (re)discover the works of minority artists or artists of 
color, the artworld once again responded in a narrowly circumscribed way: 
conceding their status as art while withhQlding aesthetic praise. Was this 
merely coincidence? Or did it reflect an ongoing trend to assess artworks 
that-however interesting or valuable in a nonaesthetic way-are dismissed 
for lack of aesthetic value? Is there some sort of philosophical tradition that 
serves as a basis for this trend? 

This essay will explore the role that the aesthetic-nonaesthetic distinction 
plays in assessing activist art by women and artists of color. First, I shall 
review one traditional line of philosophical thought and show how it serves as 
the foundation for three types of reasons typically given for artworks reputed 
to lack aesthetic value. I develop two of the three reasons by examining recent 
writings opposed to the aesthetic value of activist art by well-known art critic 
































