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1. The Domain of Aesthetics

1.1 Introduction

Aesthetics is the branch of philosophy devoted to conceptual and
theoretical inquiry into art and aesthetic experience. In this
chapter | offer first an outline of the structure of philosophical
aesthetics as a whole, and then a selective sketch of the
development of Anglo-American aesthetics over the past fifty
years, focusing on five central topics: the concept of the
aesthetic, the definition of art, the ontology of art, representation
in art, and expression in art. These topics are, of course, also
addressed at greater length in corresponding chapters elsewhere
in this volume.

One may usefully think of the field of philosophical aesthetics as
having three foci, through each of which it might be adequately
conceived. One focus involves a certain kind of practice or
activity or object—the practice of art, or the activities of making
and appreciating art, or those manifold objects that are works of
art. A second focus involves a certain kind of property, feature,
or aspect of things—namely, one that is aesthetic, such as
beauty or grace or dynamism. And a third focus involves a
certain kind of attitude, perception, or experience—one that,

once again, could be labelled aesthetic.
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Not surprisingly, there are intimate relations among these three



conceptions. For example, art might be conceived as a practice in
which persons aim to make objects that possess valuable
aesthetic properties, or that are apt to give subjects valuable
aesthetic experiences. Or aesthetic properties might be
conceived as those prominently possessed by works of art, or
those on which aesthetic experience is centrally directed. Or
aesthetic experience might be conceived as the sort of
experience that figures centrally in the appreciation of works of
art or the aesthetic properties of things, whether natural or man-
made.

The question of which of these three foci is the most
fundamental, and in particular whether it is the idea of art or the
idea of the aesthetic that is conceptually prior, has been much
debated (Scruton 1974; Wollheim 1980/1968; Danto 1981). In
any event, the three conceptions can claim to be naturally
related in that art, in its creative and receptive dimensions,
plausibly provides the richest and most varied arena for the
manifesting of aesthetic properties and the having of aesthetic
experiences. There is also no denying that contemporary analytic
aesthetics is in very large measure the philosophy of art, even if
the analysis of aesthetic phenomena outside of or apart from art
is by no means neglected.

What might seem to be major concerns of aesthetics that do not
immediately fall under one or another of the three conceptions
are, first, the aesthetics of nature; second, the theory of
criticism; and third, the nature of craft. But on closer inspection,
the first of these can be seen to fall comfortably under the
second or third conception noted above, and the second and
third of these, under the first conception noted above.

The aesthetics of nature can be understood to concern itself
either with certain distinctive properties of natural phenomena
that can be classified as aesthetic, e.g. beauty, sublimity,
grandeur, or profusion, or with certain kinds of experience
distinctively provoked by nature, or certain kinds of attitudes
appropriately brought to nature. The theory of criticism can be
understood as a study of part of the practice of art: that part
concerned with the reception of artworks, including their
description, interpretation, and evaluation. And craft can be
readily conceived as art-related or quasi-artistic activity.

1.2 Three Foci of Aesthetics



Let us now return to the three foci indicated above, which we
may simply label art, aesthetic property, and aesthetic
experience. Although, as we have seen, these foci can be put into
relation with one another and interdefined in various ways,
without some independent anchoring of each it is not clear that
more than relative illumination of the aesthetic sphere has been
achieved. It is useful at this point to sketch some traditional and
current conceptions of the basic content of those three foci.
What, in short, is art, or counts as an aesthetic feature, or

constitutes an aesthetic experience?
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Art
One conception of art sees it as specially concerned with
perceptible form, with the exploration and contemplation of such
form for its own sake. This view has roots in the work of the
eighteenth-century German philosopher Immanuel Kant, who
thought that the beauty of objects, artworks and natural
phenomena alike, consisted in their ability to stimulate the free
play of the cognitive faculties in virtue of their pure forms, both
spatial and temporal, and without the mediation of concepts. The
early twentieth-century English theorists Clive Bell and Roger Fry
took a similar line, holding that spatial form was the only
relevant aspect of visual art taken as art, and that possessing
‘significant form’, in Bell's famous phrase, was the necessary and
sufficient condition of something's being art at all.
Another conception of art of long standing sees it as essentially a
vehicle of expression or of communication, especially of states of
mind or non-propositional contents. The early twentieth-century
Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce located the essence of art in
the expression of emotion, underlining the indissociability,
amounting even to identity, of content and vehicle in such cases.
The English philosopher R. G. Collingwood developed this line
further, stressing the way in which the making of works of art
was at the same time a way for the artist to articulate or make
clear the exact nature of his or her emotional condition. The
Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy advanced a view of art that
identified it with emotional communication from one person to



another by indirect means, that is, a structure of signs in an
external medium.

A third conception of art sees it as tied to the mimesis, imitation,
or representation of the external world, perhaps in distinctive
ways or by distinctive means. This conception of art has very
deep roots, and can be located, though with some anachronism,
in the earliest works in the canon of aesthetics, the Republic of
Plato and the Poetics of Aristotle. The view, modified so as to
allow for representation of matters beyond the visible, finds
expression in the aesthetic theories of Lessing, Hegel, and
Schopenhauer, among later thinkers. Modern discussions of art
as representation, or, more broadly, as semiotic or symbolic in
nature, include Langer (1953), Goodman (1976/1968), Danto
(1981), and Walton (1990).

Other important conceptions of art regard it as an activity aimed
explicitly at the creation of beautiful objects, including faithful
representations of natural and human beauty; as an arena for
the exhibition of skill, particularly skill in the fashioning or
manipulating of objects that is capable of exciting admiration
(Sparshott 1982); as a development of play, stressing play’'s
structured and serious aspects (Gadamer 1986); or as the sphere
of experience as such, in which the interplay of active/creative
and passive/receptive phases in engagement with the external
world is made a focus of attention and dwelt on for its own sake
(Dewey 1934).

Some more recent conceptions of art view it as the production of
objects intended or designed to afford aesthetic experience
(Beardsley 1981); as the investing of objects with aboutness or

meaning in the context of a specific cultural
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framework, the artworld (Danto 1981); as a particular social
institution, identified by its constituent rules and roles (Dickie
1997; Davies 1991); or as activity only historically identifiable as
art through a connection to earlier activities or objects whose art
status is assumed (Wollheim 1980/1968; Levinson 1990a, 1993;
Carroll 2001).
Aesthetic Property



Aesthetics conceived as the study of aesthetic properties
evidently requires some conception of when a property is an
aesthetic one. It is widely agreed that aesthetic properties are
perceptual or observable properties, directly experienced
properties, and properties relevant to the aesthetic value of the
objects that possess them; but beyond that the demarcation of
the class of aesthetic properties is subject to dispute. Some of
the hallmarks of aesthetic property status that have been
proposed are: having gestalt character; requiring taste for
discernment; having an evaluative aspect; affording pleasure or
displeasure in mere contemplation; being non-
conditiongoverned; being emergent on lower-level perceptual
properties; requiring imagination for attribution; requiring
metaphorical thought for attribution; being notably a focus of
aesthetic experience; being notably present in works of art. (In
the last two cases, obviously, the demarcation of aesthetic
property is thrown back on that of either aesthetic experience or
art.)

Despite debate over the status of the above marks, there is
substantial convergence in intuitions as to what perceivable
properties of things are aesthetic, as this open-ended list
suggests—beauty, ugliness, sublimity, grace, elegance, delicacy,
harmony, balance, unity, power, drive, elan, ebullience,
wittiness, vehemence, garishness, gaudiness, acerbity, anguish,
sadness, tranquillity, cheerfulness, crudity, serenity, wiriness,
comicality, flamboyance, languor, melancholy, sentimentality—
bearing in mind, of course, that many of the properties on this
list are aesthetic properties only when the terms designating
them are understood figuratively. Finally, though the class of
aesthetic properties and that of expressive properties are not
coincident, it is evident that expressive properties, which
arguably attach only to works of art and not to natural objects,
constitute a significant subset of aesthetic properties (see
Goodman 1976/1968; Tormey 1971; Scruton 1974 ; Beardsley
1982; Levinson 1990a; Sibley 2001).

Aesthetic Experience

Aesthetics conceived as the study of certain distinctive
experiences or states of mind, whether attitudes, perceptions,
emotions, or acts of attention, similarly requires some conception
of when a state of mind or mental activity is an aesthetic one.
Among the marks that have been proposed as distinguishing



aesthetic states of mind from others are: disinterestedness, or
detachment from desires, needs and practical concerns; non-
instrumentality, or being undertaken or sustained for their own
sake; contemplative or absorbed character, with consequent
effacement of the subject; focus on an object's form; focus on

the relation between an object's form
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and its content or character; focus on the aesthetic features of
an object; and figuring centrally in the appreciation of works of
art. (Once again, in the last two cases the demarcation of
aesthetic experience is thrown back on that of either aesthetic
property or art.) Whether these criteria, either individually or in
some combination, manage adequately to mark out the
boundaries of aesthetic experience as a distinctive state of mind
remains a matter of ongoing controversy. (For scepticism, see
Carroll 2001.)

1.3 Problems and Issues in Aesthetics

As is evident from the preceding, among the problems of
aesthetics are the interrelated characterizations of the nature of
art, the nature of aesthetic properties, and the nature of
aesthetic experience. But those broad problems radiate out into
many more specific ones, including those making essential
reference to particular artforms or aesthetic phenomena.

From a concern with the definition of art as such, one moves
naturally to a concern with the ontology of art, with the process
of artistic creation, with the demands of artistic appreciation,
with the concept of form in art, with the role of media in art, with
the analysis of representation and expression in art, with the
nature of artistic style, with the matter of authenticity in art, and
with the principles of artistic interpretation and evaluation. It is
unsurprising, in light of most of these concerns, that the
philosophy of art is sometimes conceived of as metacriticism, or
the theory of art criticism (Beardsley 1981).

It is necessary to at least touch on some of the problems falling
under the concerns just enumerated. The ontology of art centres
on the question of exactly what sort of object a work of art is,
and how this might vary from artform to artform. Philosophers



have asked whether the work of art is physical or mental,
abstract or concrete, singular or multiple, created or discovered,
notationally definable or only culturally specifiable, and have
queried what its authenticity consists in (Collingwood 1938;
Goodman 1976/1968; Wollheim 1980/1968; Wolterstorff 1980;
Currie 1989; Levinson 1990, 1996d). Interest in creativity in art
revolves around the question of whether there are any
sustainable generalizations regarding it, and on the question of
the relevance of knowledge of the creative process, and of the
historical context of creation more generally, to appreciation of
works of art (Wollheim 1980/1968; Beardsley 1982; Currie 1989;
Walton 1990; Levinson 1990a, 1996d). Issues about artistic form
include those having to do with the defensibilty of formalism as a
theory of art, about the different kinds of form manifested in
different artforms, and about the relation of form to content and
of form to medium (see Kivy 1990; Budd 1995; Carroll 1999).
Among the modes of meaning that artworks exhibit, the most
Important are representation and expression. (Goodman
1976/1968, however, argues for exemplification as an equally

iImportant mode.) Theorists have offered accounts of
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representation, usually with special reference to pictorial
representation or depiction, in terms of resemblance between
object and representation, perceptual illusion (Gombrich 1960),
symbolic conventions (Goodman 1976/1968), seeing-in
(Wollheim 1980/1968, 1987), world-projection (Wolterstorff
1980), make-believe (Walton 1990), recognitional capacities
(Schier 1986), resemblance between visual experience of object
and representation (Peacocke 1987; Hopkins 1998), and
information content (Lopes 1996). Theorists have offered
accounts of artistic expression, usually with special attention to
the expression of emotion, in terms of personal expression by the
artist, induced empathy with the artist, metaphorical
exemplification (Goodman 1976), correspondence (Wollheim
1987), evocation (Matravers 1998), imaginative projection
(Scruton 1997), expressive appearance (Kivy 1989; Davies
1994), and imagined personal expression (Levinson 1996Db).



Concerning artistic style, attention has focused on the distinction
between individual and period style, on the psychological reality
of style, on the interplay between style and representational
objective, and on the role that cognizance of style plays in
aesthetic appreciation (Gombrich 1960; Wollheim 1987; Lang
1987). Concerning the interpretation of art, attention has focused
on the relevance of artists' intentions, on the diversity of
interpretive aims, on the debate between critical monism and
critical pluralism, on the similarities and differences between
critical and performative interpretation, and on the relationship
between interpretation and the maximizing of value (Currie
1990; Davies 1991; Budd 1995; Goldman 1995; Levinson 1996d,
Stecker 1997). Finally, as regards the evaluation of art, attention
has carried to the question of its objectivity or subjectivity, to the
relation between artistic value and pleasurability, to the relation
between the value of art as a whole and the value of individual
works of art, to the existence of general criteria of value across
artforms, and to the relevance of a work's historical impact,
ethical import, emotional power, and cognitive reward to its
evaluation as art (Beardsley 1982; Goodman 1976/1968;
Goldman 1995; Budd 1995; Stecker 1997; Levinson 1998b).

In addition to the foregoing, there are problems revolving around
a number of concepts relevant to the understanding of many if
not all works of art, and which cut across artforms—concepts
such as those of intention, fiction, metaphor, narrative, tragedy,
genius, and performance. Next, there are a set of issues that
concern the relationships between art and other domains or
aspects of human life. Probably the most important are those
that can be encapsulated under the rubrics art and emotion, art
and knowledge, art and morality, and art and politics. For
example, there is the issue of how we can sensibly have
emotions for characters whom we know to be fictional; the issue
of whether art can be a vehicle of knowledge and of what kind;
the issue of whether art can contribute to moral education; and
the issue of whether art is rightly subject to censorship or other
forms of societal control. There are, of course, also problems
specific to individual artforms, such as painting, poetry, or
photography. For example, there are the issues of whether film is
an inherently realistic medium; of whether poetry can be usefully

paraphrased; of
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whether the basic form of music is local or global; of whether
painting is essentially two-dimensional; of whether narration
operates similarly in literature and film; and of whether music or
words should dominate in a hybrid artform such as opera.
A concern with the nature of aesthetic properties leads naturally
to concerns with realism about such properties, with the
supervenience relation between aesthetic properties and the
properties on which they appear to depend, with the range of
aesthetic properties to be found in the natural world, with the
special status of beauty among aesthetic properties, with the
difference between the beautiful and the sublime, with the
degree of subjectivity or objectivity of judgements of beauty,
with the relations between artistic beauty, natural beauty, and
human beauty, and with the relationship between the aesthetic
properties of artworks and what may be called their artistic
properties, e.g. originality or seminality or revolutionariness,
which, although appreciatively relevant, are not directly
perceivable in works in the manner of aesthetic properties
(Levinson 1990a; Goldman 1995; Sibley 2001). Finally, a
concern with the nature of aesthetic experience opens up into
discussions of the nature of various mental states—e.g.
perceptions, imaginings, reasonings, feelings, memories,
moods—that figure in response to art or nature, and so into
discussions on the bearing of cognitive science on the analysis of
such experience.

2. Five Problems in Analytic Aesthetics

2.1 The Concept of the Aesthetic

The term ‘aesthetic’ in something like its modern sense dates to
Alexander Baumgarten, a German eighteenth-century
philosopher, who defined aesthetics as ‘the science of how things
are cognized by means of the senses’ (1735). In modern
thought, however, ‘aesthetic’ clearly has a more specific meaning
than that of having to do with sensory perception in general. The
British eighteenth-century taste theorists, notably Shaftesbury,
Hutcheson, and Burke, helped to shape this more specific
meaning by emphasizing a mode of sensory perception not



centrally driven by personal desires or concerns, and
characterized by an absorption in the object for its own sake.
This line of thinking culminated in the Kantian conception of
aesthetic perception as disinterested perception, or perception of
something without regard for its real existence or connection to
one's interests, but just for the appearances it affords, and the
Schopenhauerian conception of aesthetic perception as objective
perception, or perception of something in abstraction from its
relation to one's will, and thus merely for the type it instantiates.
Two twentieth-century conceptions in the same vein are Edward

Bullough's account of aesthetic perception as involving
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psyhcic distancing of the perceived object, or a disengagement of
the practical self in relation to it, and Clive Bell's account of
aesthetic perception as focused exclusively on form, or the
arrangement of elements in a sensuous medium, independent of
all knowledge of the world.
The idea of the aesthetic as marking a distinctively disinterested,
objective, distanced, and form-focused manner of perceiving still
has currency, but it has detractors as well, including some who
are wary of the element of disinterestedness on political grounds,
and some who are sceptical of there being any such distinctive
manner of perceiving at all. In addition, the qualifier ‘aesthetic’ is
sometimes thought to apply more fundamentally to attitudes or
experiences or pleasures or judgements or evaluations or
properties, than to modes of perception. In what follows | review
some modern attempts to capture the essence of the aesthetic,
sometimes in relation to one, sometimes in relation to another,
of these substantives to which the qualifier ‘aesthetic’ can be
attached.
Discussion of the idea of the aesthetic in analytic aesthetics
begins with Urmson (1957). While denying that there were any
specially aesthetic properties or emotions, Urmson proposed that
an evaluation could be considered aesthetic if based primarily on
how an object looks or sounds or presents itself to the senses,
rather than on how it is actually is, a conception of the aesthetic
that does not significantly depart from the Kantian idea of



aesthetic judgement as concerned exclusively with appearances.
Also in a Kantian vein is the proposal of Stolnitz (1960), that
aesthetic attention be understood as attention that is
disinterested, discriminating, sympathetic, and intransitive—that
IS, not aiming beyond the object but instead terminating on it.
The key notion in attempts to theorize the aesthetic by
Beardsley, beginning in 1958 and continuing into the 1980s, is
that of aesthetic experience. Beardsley (1981) characterizes such
experience as involving firmly fixed attention, relative freedom
from outside concerns, affect without practical import, exercise of
powers of discovery, and integration of the self. Such
experiences have value in virtue of sharing the unity, intensity,
and complexity of the objects—notably artworks—on which they
are directed, and such objects have aesthetic value precisely in
so far as they have the potential to afford such experiences.
Dickie (1964, 1965) represent powerful attacks on traditional
conceptions of the aesthetic attitude and aesthetic experience
such as those that Stolnitz, Beardsley, and others had proposed.
Dickie (1964) makes a strong case that the aesthetic attitude as
traditionally conceived is a ‘myth’, that there is nothing more to it
than simple attention. In particular, Dickie tries to show that the
putative differentiae of aesthetic perception, such as
disinterestedness and distancing, concern only the motivation
and not the nature of the perception involved, and that the
differences between one case of perception and another can be
accounted for entirely in terms of objects and degrees of
attention. Dickie (1965) charges that Beardsley's suggestion
according to which valuable features of perceptual objects, such

as unity, intensity, and
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complexity, are standardly paralleled in the experiences had of
such objects, giving them a corresponding aesthetic character, is
in effect a category mistake. Experiences do not admit of
features of that sort, Dickie claims, and Beardsley has simply
confused ‘the experience of completeness’ with ‘the
completeness of an experience’. The debate between Beardsley
and Dickie is pursued in Beardsley (1969), Dickie (1974), and



Beardsley (1982).

Despite Dickie's attacks, accounts of what is distinctive about the
aesthetic attitude and aesthetic experience continued to be
elaborated, often with an emphasis on cognitive elements
therein. For instance, Scruton (1979) insists that aesthetic
experience is necessarily permeated by imaginative thought, that
such experience always involves conceptions of objects or their
features under certain descriptions. An object not consciously
conceived in one fashion or another cannot, for Scruton, be an
object in which one is finding aesthetic, as opposed to merely
sensual, satisfaction. And Levinson (1996c¢) proposes an account
of aesthetic pleasure in which the cognitive is similarly central:
pleasure in an object is aesthetic, says Levinson, when it is
grounded in a perception of and reflection on the object's
individual character and content, both for themselves and in
relation to the structural base on which they rest. In that light,
the core of specifically aesthetic appreciation of an object,
whether the product of art or nature, might be said to be a focus
on the relation between its perceivable form and its resultant
character and content. (For recent turns in the debate over
distinctive aesthetic states of mind, see Carroll 2001 and
Goldman 2001.)

Analytic philosophers have also tried to elucidate the concept of
the aesthetic by focusing on what counts as an aesthetic
property, sometimes going on to explicate other uses of aesthetic
In relation to that, for example construing aesthetic perception or
experience precisely as perception or experience of aesthetic
properties.

Work on aesthetic properties in analytic aesthetics begins with
Sibley's seminal paper of 1959, ‘Aesthetic Concepts’, which was
followed by several other essays of importance (see Sibley
2001). In Sibley's view, the distinctive feature of aesthetic
concepts is their non-condition-governedness, or non-rule-
governedness: that an aesthetic term is true of some object
cannot be justifiably inferred from any description of the object in
non-aesthetic terms. The non-condition-governedness of
aesthetic concepts does not, however, prevent aesthetic
properties from being dependent on and determined by non-
aesthetic properties; the relation between those sets of
properties, however, remains broadly causal rather than
conceptual. Sibley also claimed that a special capacity—taste—



was required to perceive aesthetic properties, and so to apply
aesthetic concepts correctly. Sibley's analysis was challenged by
Cohen (1973), which questioned whether any principled
distinction could even be drawn between aesthetic and non-
aesthetic properties, and by Kivy (1973), which attempted to
show that at least some aesthetic concepts were indeed
condition-governed. Many writers, even those who acknowledge
aesthetic properties as a distinct class and non-condition-

governedness and supervenience as marks
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thereof, baulk at the idea of a special faculty of taste being
needed to discern them. The problem of the demarcation of
aesthetic properties from non-aesthetic properties, exacerbated
by Cohen's critique, has generated a fair amount of discussion. It
is widely agreed that aesthetic properties are perceptual
properties, dependent on lower-level perceptual properties,
directly experienced rather than inferred, and linked in some way
to the aesthetic value of the objects possessing them. In
addition, most would follow Sibley in finding aesthetic properties
to be non-conditiongoverned. But beyond that, matters are open
to dispute. Some of the further marks of aesthetic property
status that have been proposed are: having regional character
(Beardsley 1973); being value-tending or value-contributing
(Beardsley 1973); being implicitly evaluative (Goldman 1995);
being evaluatively relevant (Levinson 1990b); being the subject
of terminal attributions (Kivy 1975); and requiring imaginative or
metaphorical thought for their attribution (Scruton 1974; Gaut
1997). Despite debate over these marks, there is substantial
Intuitive convergence as to what perceivable properties of things
are aesthetic, as noted earlier.
Mention must also be made here of Goodman (1968), a rather
different approach to theorizing the aesthetic, which offers five
symptoms, not of aesthetic propertyhood, but of aesthetic
functioning on the part of a symbol system: syntactic density;
semantic density; relative repleteness; exemplificationality; and
complex reference. On such a multi-dimensional conception,
aestheticness obviously becomes very much a matter of degree.



Walton (1970), in a highly influential paper, follows Beardsley
and Sibley in taking aesthetic properties to be perceptual,
gestalt-like, non-rule-governed, and dependent on an object’s
lower-level perceptual properties. But Walton insists, developing
a suggestion in Gombrich (1963), that aesthetic properties
depend as well on the perceptually distinguishable artistic
categories—for instance, ones of style or genre or medium—
under which works of art can be seen to fall. The consequence is
that a work's aesthetic complexion is not a function of its lower-
level or structural perceptual features alone, and that its
aesthetic appreciation must thus involve bringing the right
categories into play in one's experience of the work. Rightness of
category, in turn, is partly a matter of the surrounding art-
historical context, including factors such as the artist's intention,
the artist's oeuvre as a whole, the artistic traditions in which the
artist worked, or the artistic problems to which the artist appears
to be responding. (For related discussion see Wollheim
1980/1968; Levinson 1996d.)

The question of whether aesthetic attributions are objective or
subjective, and, relatedly, whether it is realism or anti-realism
about aesthetic properties that is justified, have been importantly
addressed in recent literature (see Scruton 1974; Budd 1995;
Goldman 1995; Bender 1996). Two further issues concerning the
aesthetic much discussed at present are, first, that of the relation
of the aesthetic to the artistic, and whether this is a relation of
inclusion, exclusion, or partial overlap (see Goldman 1995;
Stecker 1997; Levinson 1998b); and second, that of the relation

of the
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aesthetic to the moral or ethical and, once again, whether this is
a relation of inclusion, exclusion, or partial overlap (see Levinson
1998a).
2.2 The Definition of Art
Discussion in analytic aesthetics of the problem of defining art
begins in scepticism, scepticism rooted in the anti-essentialism of
Wittgenstein. Weitz's (1956) ‘The Role of Theory in Aesthetics’
has proved seminal. (But see also, in a similar vein, Ziff 1953.)



Weitz argued convincingly that earlier modern theories of art,
such as those of Tolstoy, Bell, and Collingwood, were in effect
disguised recommendations in favour of particular kinds of art, or
briefs for what good art consisted in, and not really accounts of
the phenomenon of art with any claim to descriptive adequacy.
But that, said Weitz, was as it should be, for two reasons: first,
the evaluative component of ascriptions of arthood is central and
ineliminable, and second, the concept of art is inherently open,
and so always resists circumscription in terms of necessary and
sufficient conditions of application. Thus, according to Weitz,
there is no stateable essence of arthood, and all the things called
art exhibit at best only a ‘family resemblance’ to one another.
Two of Weitz's arguments for the conclusion that the concept of
art is inherently open and so resistant to definition were that the
creativity that is inseparable from the idea of art necessarily
dooms to failure any attempt to close the concept of art in terms
of determinate conditions; and that the boundaries between the
sub-categories of art (e.g. poem, painting, opera) are constantly
in flux, and so the same must be true of the broader category of
art itself, which it would thus be futile to attempt to define. But
neither of those arguments is compelling. With respect to the
first, the fact that creativity must be allowed to characterize the
in principle ever changing objects of art in no way entails that
creativity must therefore characterize the concept of art itself in
such manner as to forestall the possibility of definition. With
respect to the second, the fact that boundaries between genres
of art may be fluid or permeable in no way entails that the
concept of art encompassing them all must therefore have a
constantly changing outline, if only because the domain of art is
broader than, and not equivalent to the union of, all existing
artistic genres. (For further criticisms, see Carroll 1999.)

Later writers, notably Dickie, have also challenged the first of
Weitz's conclusions—that art is an eliminably evaluative
concept—by making a case for a dassificatory or descriptive
concept of art, one with respect to which the idea of bad or even
worthless art is not an oxymoron. But a prior response to Weitz
was Mandelbaum (1965), which importantly suggested that the
reason Weitz failed to discern any properties common to all and
only artworks was that he had focused on exhibited and intrinsic
properties (such as beauty or form or material), rather than on
non-exhibited and relational properties, for example intentional



and causal ones, such as connect works to their contexts or their

creators. Mandelbaum also
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underlined, ironically, that a characterization of artworks as
displaying ‘family resemblances’ at least suggested underlying
unifying links of a genetic or historical sort.
In the wake of the exchange between Weitz and Mandelbaum on
art's definability emerged institutional theories of arthood, which
proposed that a non-manifest relation to a social framework was
what made something an artwork, not its manifest or observable
properties. According to Danto's celebrated 1964 essay, ‘The
Artworld’, directly inspired by the Dadaist ready-mades of
Duchamp and the Pop Art simulacra of Warhol, an artwork is an
object that bears an appropriate relation to a background
framework of critical theory—what Danto dubbed ‘the artworld’.
This account was later elaborated at length in Danto (1981),
where emphasis is put on artworks acquiring aboutness and
meaning in virtue of their relations to the artworld that surrounds
them. According to Dickie (1969), developed further in Dickie
(1974), an artwork is an artefact offered as a candidate for
appreciation by someone acting on behalf of the artworld, the
social structure invoked by Danto, and alternatively dubbed ‘the
republic of art’ in Diffey (1969). According to Binkley (1977), in
the most minimal of institutional theories, an artwork is merely
something indexed in accord with artworld practices of indexing,
I.e. indicating or identifying, objects. Finally, Dickie (1997, first
published 1984), a revamped version of Dickie (1974), holds that
an artwork is an artefact of a kind created to be presented to an
artworld public. It is evident in all such definitions that a great
weight is implicitly placed on the artworld as an institution
identifiable apart from identification of objects that are artworks
In relation to it, lest vicious circularity result. Some institutional
theorists, however, do not regard such circularity as fatal, taking
it instead to be an inevitable reflection of the ‘inflected’ nature of
art (Dickie 1997). Mention should also be made here of more
traditional attempts to define art relationally, by appeal to
aesthetic projection rather than institutional connection, as for



example in Beardsley (1981), which takes an artwork to be
something created or intended to afford aesthetic experience.
Another sort of relational definition of art, the historical definition
of art, prompted by some brief remarks in Wollheim
(1980/1968), first appeared in Levinson (1979). (See Levinson
1993 for further development.) On that account, an artwork is
roughly anything intended for regard or treatment in the way
some past artworks were correctly regarded or treated. Like
institutional definitions of art, Levinson's intentional-historical
definition does not locate arthood in any intrinsic properties of
the object; but, unlike institutional definitions, it holds as crucial
not the connection of an object to the social framework of the
artworld, but rather the connection an object bears to the
preceding concrete history of art taken as a datum—a connection
intentionally established, in one way or another, by the would-be
artmaker. By in effect characterizing the present intension of ‘art’
only in terms of the past extension of ‘art’, the charge of
circularity is circumvented, since the meaning of ‘art’ is not

presupposed in the course of defining ‘art’. (See
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Carney 1994 for replies to problems raised by this style of
definition generally.) If the historical definition of art is on the
right track, then the domain of art might be said to have a
roughly recursive structure, but the historical definition is not as
such a strictly recursive one. (For criticism of the historical
definition, see Carroll 1994, 1999, 2000; Stecker 1997; Davies
1997; and Currie 2000; for responses to some of those
criticisms, see Levinson 2002.)
In the same spirit as the historical definition, though explicitly
renouncing its definitional ambition, is Noél Carroll's narrative
theory of arthood (see Carroll 2001), which principally aims to
explain how we identify objects as artworks. Arthood, for Carroll,
resides in connections to the past, ones that can be exhibited in a
coherent and convincing narrative showing how a candidate
object is related, either by repetition, amplification, or
repudiation, to artworks that preceded it. If such a narrative is
constructible, the candidate object is an artwork, or has a claim



to art status; if not, then not. Note that, so elucidated, the
narrative theory of art might be more accurately labelled the
narrativizability theory of art.

A useful higher-order classification of theories of art is provided
in Davies (1991), which also reviews and criticizes a number of
contemporary accounts. Davies divides theories of art into
functional ones, which see art as definable in terms of some
essential function that its objects fulfil or are intended to fulfil
(examples of which would be Beardsley's aesthetic definition or
the traditional definition of art as representation), and procedural
ones, which see art as definable in terms of the performance or
occurrence of certain procedures internal to a social practice
(examples of which would be the institutional definitions of
Dickie, Diffey, and Binkley). Unfortunately, not all current
theories fit under one or the other of these headings, notably
historical and narrative theories. In addition, some current
theories, of hybrid character, incorporate procedural, functional,
and historical considerations (Stecker 1995). Finally, reminiscent
of Weitz's ‘family resemblance’ view of art is the cluster concept
account of art, a view that is also difficult to classify as either
procedural or functional. According to that account, though the
concept of art resists classical definition, there are, none the less,
a variety of conditions that are yet conjunctively sufficient and
disjunctively necessary for arthood (Gaut 2000).

2.3 The Ontology of Art

The ontology of art is concerned with the question of what kinds
of entities artworks are; what the identity and individuation
conditions of such entities are; whether the metaphysical status
of artworks is uniform or diverse across artforms; what work
authenticity amounts to in different artforms; and whether a
reductive or eliminativist position regarding artworks can be
justified. Philosophers have asked whether works of art are
physical or mental, abstract or concrete, singular or multiple,
created or discovered. Perhaps the most fundamental distinction
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metaphysics of artworks is that between artforms where the



work of art appears to be a concrete particular—a unique spatio-
temporally circumscribable object or event—as in painting,
drawing, carved sculpture, and improvised music, and artforms
where the work appears to be rather an abstract entity—a type,
kind, universal, pattern, or structure—as in etching, engraving,
cast sculpture, composed music, poetry, and film. Philosophers
have also queried the status of forgeries, reproductions, copies,
versions, translations, transcriptions, and adaptations of works of
art, and the extent to which interpretation is involved in
producing instances of works in the performing arts.

The agenda of ontology of art in analytic aesthetics was largely
set by three works: Goodman (1976/1968), Wollheim
(1980/1968), and Wolterstorff (1975) (see also Wolterstorff
1980). Goodman introduced the distinctions of singular v.
multiple artforms, one-stage v. two-stage artforms, autographic
(or forgeable) v. allographic (or non-forgeable) artforms, and the
idea of a work-defining notation, applicable in at least certain
arts. (For discussion, see Levinson 1990a.) Goodman's moderate
nominalist conception of a musical work, in particular, is that it is
a class of performances compliant with a score, scores being
complex symbols in a notation. Wollheim argued against
identifying all artworks with physical objects, and against the
opposite conception of artworks, perhaps attributable to Croce,
Collingwood, and Sartre, according to which works of art are
mental entities. Wollheim also introduced the idea of musical and
literary artworks as types, rather than classes, and analysed the
way in which properties of an artwork type are transmitted to or
inherited by its tokens. Wolterstorff proposed that musical and
literary works were types of a special sort, which he called norm
kinds, meaning that they, like biological kinds, could have correct
and incorrect, or properly formed and improperly formed,
instances (for example peformances containing wrong notes).

In addition to those seminal writings, we may note Margolis
(1974, 1977), which suggest conceiving of artworks as abstract
particulars, ones culturally emergent and embodied in concrete
objects, and the related conception of artworks in Danto (1981)
as creatures of theory distinct from the ‘mere’ objects that
incarnate them, thus allowing for distinct works that stand in a
relation of perceptual indiscernibility to one another. Though the
proposals of Margolis and Danto strive explicitly to be adequate
to works of avant-garde visual art of the late twentieth century



(pop art, ready-mades, minimal art, and conceptual art), their
validity is presumably not restricted to avant-garde modes of
artmaking. An important suggestion regarding avant-garde
musical works, but perhaps applicable to traditional ones as well,
can be found in Tormey (1974), construing them as akin to
recipes or prescriptions, not for sounds as such, but rather for
actions to be undertaken by performers.

More recent accounts of the ontology of art are those of Currie
and Levinson, which emphasize the importance to the identity of
a work of the historical context in which the work arises, and
stress, pace Goodman, the insufficiency of a work's observable
structure alone to fix that identity, even in artforms where

notation
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plays a crucial role (Currie 1989; Levinson 1980, 1996d). Currie
views artworks as action types, where the action in question is
the complex sequence of steps by which the artist, with certain
objectives in mind and working in a given creative context,
arrives at a given manifest object: that which we ordinarily,
though mistakenly, identify as the artwork itself. Currie believes
that all artworks are types, even those that, like paintings and
drawings, are ostensibly unique particulars (see also Zemach
1986). Levinson, on the other hand, insists on the traditional
distinction between particular (singular) and type (multiple) arts;
but like Currie he eschews a structuralist view of artwork types
for a historicist one. According to Levinson, a musical or literary
work is an indicated structure, a species of initiated type:
roughly, a tonal or verbal structure-as-indicated-by-X-in-art-
historical-context-C. On that conception, musical works are both
creatable and entities in which creator and context figure
essentially.
Four very recent studies may be mentioned which go in the same
historicist and contextual direction as Levinson and Currie: D.
Davies (1999), S. Davies (2001), Howell 2002a,b). These studies
also effectively underline how only a pluralist ontology of works
of art can be adequate to the great diversity of existing artworks,
artforms, and art traditions—from high art to folk art, primitive



art to technological art, and western art to non-western art in all
its manifestations. Apart from their all being artefacts, artworks
are very many kinds of things, and are thus not all
encompassable within a single metaphysical category. (For
objections to historicistcontextualist proposals, see Dodd 2000
and Predelli 2001.)

2.4 Representation in Art

The topic of representation in analytic aesthetics has for the most
part been pursued with reference to pictorial representation (or
depiction). Work was prompted most significantly by the 1960
publication of Art and lllusion, a landmark book by art historian
Ernst Gombrich. Gombrich famously argued against ‘the innocent
eye’ model of picture perception, and for a view that
acknowledged the history of pictorial representation, which
Gombrich conceptualized as a progressive march towards ever
more realistic, illusion-sustaining images, arrived at through a
protracted process of ‘making and matching’. This was followed
in 1968 by Goodman's Languages of Art (Goodman 1976/1968),
which, while accepting Gombrich's thesis of the historicity of
representation, rejected his emphasis on illusion, arguing that
pictorial representation was entirely a matter of denotation,
conventionally established, and had nothing to do with illusion or
its psychological cousin, perceived resemblance.

Subsequent theorists have offered accounts of depiction, and of
our responses to such depictions, in terms of seeing-in (Wollheim
1980/1968, 1987), world-projection (Wolterstorff 1980), make-
believe (Walton 1990), recognitional capacities (Schier 1986),
resemblance between visual experience of object and

representation
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(Peacocke 1987; Budd 1993; Hopkins 1998), and information
content (Lopes 1996). | next sketch the two currently most
influential accounts: Wollheim's ‘seeing-in’ theory (Wollheim
1987) and Walton's ‘make-believe’ theory (Walton 1990).
Wollheim's theory is a development of Wittgenstein's idea of
aspect perception, or perceiving one thing as another, e.g. a
gnarled tree as an old woman. But instead of seeing-as,



Wollheim proposes a variant notion, seeing-in, as the core of
pictorial perception. Seeing-in differs from seeing-as in at least
two ways: first, the former applies to the parts of a picture, the
latter only to the picture as a whole; and second, the former
Involves awareness of the picture's surface simultaneously with
awareness of the picture's depicted content. (Wollheim calls this
feature of seeingin ‘twofoldness’.) Seeing-in is thus for Wollheim
a primitive visual capacity, at first exercised on natural
phenomena, e.g. stained rock faces, and later harnessed for
deliberate image making, explicitly aimed at such seeing-in. So
for Wollheim a picture is essentially an arrangement of marks
intended for seeing-in which in fact supports such seeing-in. A
large part of the aesthetic interest in pictures is tied to the basic
twofoldness of seeing-in, wherein we necessarily appreciate what
IS depicted, in a fictive three-dimensional space, in relation to the
real two-dimensional pattern of marks that underlies it.

Walton's theory understands pictures as props in visual games of
make-believe, where making believe is in turn understood as an
activity of guided imagining. Confronted with a picture, we are
prompted to imagine that we are seeing such and such an object
by the configuration of marks that constitutes the picture, and
we imagine precisely of our seeing those marks that it is a seeing
of the object the picture depicts. Pictures generate fictional
worlds (‘work-worlds’), whose content is given by what it is
correct to imagine seeing in them, itself determined by implicit
rules and conventions of the game in question. In addition, in
iImagining the content of pictures in virtue of visually interacting
with them, fictional worlds specific to the viewer (‘game-worlds’)
are also generated, albeit passingly.

Whether Wollheim's and Walton's proposals are ultimately
reconcilable is an open question. For Walton, Wollheim's seeing-
in is to be analysed without remainder in terms of imagined
seeing; whereas for Wollheim, seeing-in is an activity prior to
and more fundamental than imagined seeing, however important
such seeing is in later phases of pictorial appreciation. (For
further discussion see Levinson 1996a, Lopes 1996, and van
Gerwen 2001.)

The cognitive turn in the theory of pictorial representation,
already evident in the writings of Gombrich, Goodman, Wollheim,
and Walton, is more pronounced still in Schier (1986), which
appeals directly to facts about ordinary visual processing in



support of a theory of pictures. Schier proposes that a
representation is pictorial just in so far as it recruits the visual
recognitional capacities that subjects already possess for familiar
objects, so that a picture represents an object O if it triggers, in
subjects who view it, the same capacities for recognition that
would be triggered by the sight of O in the world. Schier

underlines that pictorial competence,
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unlike language learning, is characterized by natural generativity,
whereby, once a subject can decipher a few pictures of a given
sort, he can generally decipher any number of such pictures,
however novel their content.
A more recent study, Lopes (1996), maintains that the key to
pictorial representation is the furnishing of similar visual
information by picture and object. Lopes proposes an aspect-
recognition theory of depiction, according to which successful
pictures embody aspectual information sufficient to trigger
recognition of their objects in suitable perceivers, which
aspectual information is non-conceptual in form. Lopes's most
interesting idea, a development of Gombrich (1960), is that the
heart of depiction as a mode of representation is its inevitable
selectivity, so that, no matter what style of depiction is involved,
a picture, unlike a description, is explicitly noncommittal about
certain represented properties of its object, precisely in virtue of
being explicitly committal about others.

2.5 Expression in Art

That artworks express states of mind, or are expressive of such
states, is a commonplace of criticism, and such expression or
expressiveness is usually thought of as a primary locus of art's
interest. Expression is generally regarded as a distinct mode of
artistic meaning, differing from representation in its logical
features, mode of operation, and range of objects (e.g. abstract
conditions v. concrete particulars). Analytic theorists have offered
accounts of artistic expression in terms of personal expression,
empathy, metaphorical exemplification (Goodman 1976/1968),
correspondence (Wollheim 1987), imaginative projection
(Scruton 1997), evocation (Ridley 1995; Matravers 1998),



expressive appearance (Kivy 1989; Davies 1994), warranting of
inference to state of mind (Vermazen 1986), and ready
perceivability as personal expression (Levinson 1996b). Most
recent theories of expression in art have centred on the problem
as it presents itself in relation to music, and with the expression
of emotion as the central case. The relation between expression
in art and expression in its primary, i.e. behavioural, sense is
often a main focus of attention.

For Goodman (1976/1968), expression in art is just a matter of
an artwork exemplifying, or drawing attention to, some property
it metaphorically possesses, in the context of its general symbolic
functioning. Tormey (1971) proposes that artistic expression is a
matter of an artwork's possessing expressive properties,
properties designated by terms which in their primary use
designate intentional states of persons, and that such expressive
properties (for instance cheerfulness or anguish) are
ambiguously constituted by the non-expressive structural
features (such as rhythms and timbres) underlying them.
Wollheim (1987), which focuses on painting rather than music,
suggests that expressiveness is a matter of intuitive
correspondence or fit between the appearances that works of art
or natural objects present and feeling states of the subject, which
are then projected on to those works or objects in complex ways

(see also Wollheim 1993). Davies (1994) offers a theory
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of expressiveness in terms of emotion-characteristics-in-
appearance, which are grounded in resemblances between
musical patterns and human emotional behaviour and
countenance, and explores the variety of responses, mirroring or
reactive, that listeners have to such perceived expressiveness
(see also Kivy 1989). Levinson (1996b) following Vermazen
(1986), suggests that musical expressiveness consists in the
hearability of music as the personal expression of inner states by
an indefinite agent or persona, and explores the complicated
interplay between imagination, arousal, and projection that the
perception of such expressiveness involves (see also Robinson
1994 ; Ridley 1995). Scruton (1997) locates the perception of



musical expressiveness in the listener's ability to inhabit from the
inside the gestures that music in its movement appears to
embody, and thus adequately to imagine the inner states
corresponding to such gestures. Finally, Matravers (1998) gives a
sophisticated defence of the arousalist position on musical
expression, which takes a musical work's expressiveness to
consist in its disposition or power to evoke parallel or related
emotions in audiences.

Whether or not the evocation of emotion by music is rightly tied
conceptually to musical expressiveness, the character and variety
of emotional responses to music has been extensively discussed
by analytic aestheticians. It has been asked whether such
responses are fully fledged emotions or just moods or feelings,
with no or minimal cognitive content; whether imagination or
make-believe is involved in the generation of such responses;
whether such responses have objects, and if so what those
objects are; whether such responses constitute part of musical
understanding; and whether such responses are a sign of musical
value (see Levinson 1990a, 1996d). Of particular interest has
been the musical ‘paradox of negative emotion’, which is related
to the classic ‘paradox of tragedy’ (see Carroll 1990; Lamarque
1996; Levinson 1997). The problem is to explain how negatively
emotional music can have such a powerful appeal for us if, as
seems to be the case, it has a strong tendency to evoke
corresponding negative emotions in listeners (see Levinson 1982;
Davies 1994; Ridley 1995; Matravers 1998; Kivy 2001).
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2 History of Modern Aesthetics

Paul Guyer

Abstract: General Approaches to the History of Modern
Aesthetics — Bibliographical Essay

Keywords: aesthetic, background

Philosophers have at least intermittently debated the nature and
importance of both beauty and art—two distinct, although in
most periods overlapping, subjects—since Plato called for the
expulsion of the poets from his ideal republic and argued that the
products of painters were at a further remove from the Forms
than those of carpenters and bridlemakers. But the academic
discipline now called ‘aesthetics’ was not baptized until 1735,
when the twenty-one-year-old Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten, in
his dissertation ‘Philosophical Meditations on some matters
pertaining to Poetry’, introduced the term to designate ‘the
science for directing the inferior faculty of cognition or the
science of how something is to be sensitively cognized’; and,
although the new discipline had not actually waited for this
baptism before getting to work, it had not preceded
Baumgarten's work by more than a couple of decades, having
actually begun, if not with the Earl of Shaftesbury's
Characteristics of 1711, then certainly with Joseph Addison's
essays on ‘The Pleasures of the Imagination’ in the Spectator in
June and July 1712, Jean-Baptiste Du Bos's Critical Reflections on
Poetry, Painting, and Music of 1719, and Francis Hutcheson's
treatise ‘Concerning Beauty, Order, Harmony, Design’, the first
part of his Inquiry into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and
Virtue of 1725.

Yet the term ‘aesthetics’ did not acquire the predominant sense it
has had throughout the twentieth century—as the designation for

philosophy of art rather
end p.25

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE



(www.oxfordhandbooks.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2010. All Rights Reserved
than the study of beauty and other qualities that may be found in
nature or art—until the posthumous publication in 1835 of Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel's lectures on the fine arts, which he had
given in Berlin from 1819 to 1829, under the title of ‘Aesthetics:
Lectures on Fine Art’. Not surprisingly, then, although Plato (see
especially Janaway 1995 and Nehamas 1999, chapters 12 and
13) and Aristotle (see Halliwell 1986; Belfiore 1992; and the
essays collected in Rorty 1992; on both Plato and Aristotle, see
Schaper 1968 and Nussbaum 1986) have continued to be
intensively studied, most recent work on the history of aesthetics
has focused on the period beginning in the eighteenth century.
Two obvious questions for such work surely ought to be, first,
why topics that had previously been discussed in poetics and
literary criticism and the theory of painting and architecture
suddenly became central to mainstream philosophy at the
beginning of the eighteenth century, and, second, why the new
discipline of aesthetics, which during the eighteenth century gave
such prominence to the description and analysis of the
experience of the beauty and sublimity of nature, suddenly
became virtually restricted in the nineteenth century to the
philosophy of art.
The first part of this chapter will review a number of recent
general approaches to the history of modern aesthetics. We wiill
see that some of the most prominent work on the history of the
subject by philosophers working within the paradigm of analytical
aesthetics has not had much to say about these historical
questions, but instead has taken both the very existence of the
field of aesthetics and its post-eighteenth-century identification
with the philosophy of art pretty much for granted; such work
has generally used interpretations of historical figures, especially
from the eighteenth century, to support or criticize positions in
contemporary aesthetics. Perhaps work in the history of
philosophy is often a foil for contemporary debates; but this work
on the history of aesthetics has arguably discussed an unduly
restricted range of the issues about both nature and art that
animated eighteenth-century thinkers, reflecting an equally
restricted conception of contemporary aesthetic theory. We wiill
have to turn to works from outside the analytical tradition to find
a broader conception of the projects of modern aesthetics and, at



least by implication, a broader conception of the possibilities for
contemporary aesthetics. In these works we will find greater
awareness of the need for an historical explanation of the sudden
prominence of aesthetics in eighteenth-century philosophy, as
well as its restriction to philosophy of art in the nineteenth
century. But in the end, these narratives too suffer from an
undue constriction of their subjects. The most prominent
histories of aesthetics of the last decade, whether written by
Britons or Europeans, have in fact been strikingly Eurocentric in
their focus, and have neglected some of the most important
themes and figures in British and American aesthetics from the
eighteenth to the twentieth centuries. In reviewing these works,
therefore, | will also draw some attention to themes and figures
that have not recently received adequate coverage.

Following this survey, the second part of the chapter will be a
bibliographical essay listing some of the most important recent
work on the major movements and individual figures in
aesthetics from the beginning of the eighteenth century to the

middle of the twentieth.
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1. General Approaches to the History of

Modern Aesthetics
1.1 Analytical Aesthetics and the History of

Modern Aesthetics

Within that sphere of Anglo-American academic aesthetics
dominated by the paradigm of analytical philosophy, the most
distinctive historiographical theses have been those put forward,
first, in papers published by Jerome Stolnitz in the 1960s and
1970s (Stolnitz 1961a,b, 1978) and, second, in those developed
by George Dickie (1996), in an historical book that aims to
provide foundations for a theoretical position developed over a
long career in contemporary aesthetics. Both of these authors
have appealed to eighteenth-century aesthetics in defence of
what they take to be the proper approach to contemporary
aesthetics. In an important paper, Noél Carroll (1991) has
argued against the constraint of contemporary practice in



aesthetics by what he takes to be the eighteenth-century
identification of beauty as the primary goal of art; this argument
IS representative of much recent thinking on the relation between
art and beauty, so we will pause over this work as well. (Carroll's
paper is now reprinted, with a number of related pieces, in
Carroll 2001.)

Stolnitz argued that, beginning with the publication in 1711 of
the Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times by Anthony
Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury, which touched upon the
nature of beauty at various places, but most importantly in the
third of its three major essays, ‘The Moralists: A Philosophical
Rhapsody’ (see Shaftesbury 1999: especially 273—88 and 316—
32), British aesthetics in particular was founded on the principle
of the disinterestedness of aesthetic experience. Further, Stolnitz
argued that the British philosophers understood disinterestedness
as a distinctive way of approaching an object, by means of what
would be called the ‘aesthetic attitude’ in twentieth-century
philosophy, beginning with Edward Bullough's famous paper of
1912, *“*Psychical Distance” as a Factor in Art and an Aesthetic
Principle’ (Bullough 1957: 91-130), and culminating in Stolnitz's
own paper (1960). In approaching an object from the aesthetic
attitude, Stolnitz held, ‘we do not look at the object out of
concern for any ulterior purpose which it may serve’; in this
frame of mind, ‘there is no purpose governing the experience
other than the purpose of just having the experience’ (Stolnitz
1960: 35). Stolnitz in turn interpreted ‘having the experience’ as
a special mode of perception, in which the sensory capacities,
typically restricted to the eye and the ear, freed from the
pressure of practical concerns or even theoretical inquiry, can
simply play over the perceivable form and matter of external
objects and enjoy the impressions thereby received. Thus, on
Stolnitz's account of Shaftesbury,

disregard for possession or use is only an inference from or a
specification of the broader proposition that the aesthetic

spectator does not relate the object to any purposes that
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outrun the act of perception itself... the aesthetic interest is in



perception alone and... it terminates upon the object itself.... the
aesthetic interest is indifferent to the causal and other
relationships which the object has to things beyond itself.
(Stolnitz 1961a: 134)

Stolnitz then maintained that both the concept of
disinterestedness and this interpretation of it as a distinctive
mode of purely perceptual engagement with an object remained
characteristic of subsequent British writers, including Joseph
Addison (whose essays on ‘The Pleasures of the Imagination’
appeared only one year after Shaftesbury's Characteristics),
Francis Hutcheson, Edmund Burke, Alexander Gerard, and
Archibald Alison (Stolnitz 1961a: 134-41), Schopenhauer (at
least in part) (Stolnitz 1978: 419-21), and twentieth-century
writers (now largely neglected) such as David Prall, C. J.
Ducasse, and DeWitt Parker (Stolnitz, 1961a: 141). Moreover,
Stolnitz clearly believed that, in introducing this conception of
disinterestedness, Shaftesbury had properly introduced the
foundational concept for modern aesthetics, and thus that
aesthetic experience is properly interpreted simply as
disinterested perception and the enjoyment of it. Stolnitz's
account constitutes a highly debatable interpretation both of
Shaftesbury himself and of many of his successors: while
Hutcheson clearly argued that aesthetic response is sensory
rather than rational, Shaftesbury hardly drew a line between the
senses and higher cognitive powers such as reason; and later
writers such as Burke and Alison intimately connected our
response to both the beautiful and the sublime to our deepest
drives and emotions as well as to mere perception. Dickie (1996)
makes this point about Alison, although as we will see he
disapproves of Alison for precisely this reason. Stolnitz's thesis
also neglects the centrality of the analysis of artistic creativity,
under the guise of the concept of genius, in eighteenth-century
aesthetics.

In his initial response to Stolnitz, however, Dickie criticized him
for a different reason. Dickie argued that Stolnitz neglected the
major difference between what he called the ‘taste’ theorists of
the eighteenth century and the ‘attitude’ theorists of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries: while Stolnitz conceived of
the kind of disengagement with other concerns that can be called
disinterestedness as facilitating the possibility of pleasure in
perception itself that could be stimulated by any object



approached in the proper frame of mind, in his view eighteenth-
century thinkers by no means foresaw such a generalized
potential for pleasure in disinterested perception, but instead
assumed that the pleasures of taste would be triggered only by
certain specially suited properties in objects (Dickie 1974:
chapter 2, e.g. 58; see also Rind 2002). Dickie argued in the
1960s and 1970s against the idea of the aesthetic attitude itself,
holding it to be a vacuous concept, meaning nothing more than
that we should attend to a work of art in whatever way is
appropriate to appreciate it, and insisted that no informative
theoretical constraints can be placed on such appreciation. He
thus rejected the idea that aesthetic experience can be reduced
to the enjoyment of disinterested perception, or to anything else
similarly specific. This is why he resorted to his famous

‘institutional analysis’, defining a work of art
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as anything put forth by a member of the art world as a
candidate for appreciation, where all the work is to be done by
the concept of the art world and no restriction is implied by the
concept of appreciation (Dickie 1974: chapter 1). As we will see
below, however, in Dickie (1996) he would praise the other side
of the ‘taste theory’ of the eighteenth century, that is, the project
of specifying a range of properties in the objects of taste that can
induce aesthetic responses and judgements of taste.
Noél Carroll (1991) agrees with Dickie's critique of Stolnitz that
the eighteenth-century theorists had not only a theory of the
aesthetic attitude, but also a theory of beauty as the
characteristic object of this aesthetic attitude; however, he then
argues that recent analytical philosophy of art has been
fundamentally disserved by the supposition that the primary
purpose of art is to produce beautiful objects and thereby to
induce the response to beauty. Carroll thus rejects what he takes
to be the eighteenth-century invention of the ‘aesthetic theory of
art’, as contrasted to a theory of art on which it could have
purposes other than that of producing a response to beauty. The
main figures in Carroll's narrative are Hutcheson, Kant, the early
twentieth-century British critic Clive Bell, and the mid-twentieth-



century American philosopher Monroe Beardsley. Carroll
considers Hutcheson's theory, that the experience of beauty is an
immediate sensory response to uniformity amidst variety, and
Kant's theory, focused on ‘free beauty’, that ‘ “x is beautiful” is
an authentic judgement of taste (or an aesthetic judgement) if
and only if it is a judgement that is (1) subjective, (2)
disinterested, (3) universal, (4) necessary, and (5) singular,
concerning (6) the contemplative pleasure that everyone ought
to derive from (7) cognitive and imaginative free play in relation
to (8) forms of finality’ (Carroll 1991: 316-17). Carroll argues
that these theories, although perhaps not actually intended by
their authors as comprehensive theories of art (Carroll 1991:
318), nevertheless seduced twentieth-century writers such as
Bell into supposing that art is properly concerned only to produce
objects which by means of their formal properties will in turn
iInduce a distinctive response, detached from all other human
concerns, such as Hutcheson's immediate sensation of unity
amidst variety, or Kant's free play of the cognitive faculties in
response to forms of finality. In Bell's case, the end of art is a
distinctive ‘aesthetic emotion’ in response to ‘significant form’, ‘a
rapturous emotion... independent of concerns of practical utility,
and cognitive import’ (Carroll 1991: 319), the whole point of
which is indeed precisely to liberate us from our ordinary
concerns with purpose and utility—here Carroll rightly observes
that ‘Bell's theory recalls Schopenhauer's insofar as the very
point of art seems to be identified with bringing about a divorce
from everything else’ (Carroll 1991: 321). In Beardsley's case,
the point of art is to produce objects of perceptual or
‘phenomenal’ experience that will induce ‘aesthetic experience’,
characterized by ‘object directedness; felt freedom (a sense of
release from antecedent concerns); detached affect (emotional
distance); active discovery (a sense of intelligibility); and
wholeness (contentment, and a freedom from distracting and
disruptive impulses)’ (Carroll 1991: 324). In Carroll's view,

however, such theories lead to an implausible restriction
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on the objects of art, excluding from the domain of art properly



so called all work, especially avant-garde art, that does not strive
for beauty at all, and to a restriction on both artist and audience
that excludes concerns with ‘knowledge, morality, politics, and so
on’ that are in fact not ‘anomalous given the range of
preoccupations found in traditional art’ (Carroll 1991: 327). In
other words, the aesthetic theory of art that according to Carroll
can be traced back to Hutcheson and Kant not only lacks an
adequate theoretical justification for restricting the concern of art
proper to beauty and a special detached pleasure in it, but also is
false to the real history of art, which manifestly displays the
expression of a far wider range of human concerns. By
implication, of course, Stolnitz's revival of the conception of the
‘aesthetic attitude’ that he found in the eighteenth century is a
fundamental mistake for contemporary aesthetics.

Carroll acknowledges that neither Hutcheson nor Kant may
actually have intended a purely ‘aesthetic theory of art’. This
should certainly be underlined: although Hutcheson did think that
the objects of all aesthetic experiences could be subsumed under
the abstract idea of ‘uniformity amidst variety’, he also classifed
mimesis or representation as itself a form of uniformity amidst
variety, and clearly allowed that art could aim at producing an
essentially cognitive response to mimesis as well as a purely
sensory response to form (Carroll 1991: 315); and Kant, as
Carroll notes but hardly stresses, in fact emphasized the
presence of ‘aesthetic ideas in art’ (Carroll 1991: 318), which
means that for Kant art paradigmatically has moral content, and
our response to art is thus by no means a simple harmony
between imagination and understanding, but rather a much more
complicated play among imagination, understanding, and reason.
Further, to ascribe the ‘aesthetic theory of art’ to the eighteenth
century omits the eighteenth-century fascination with the
sublime, with tragedy, and with art as the expression of the
strongest human emotions, so prominent in writers such as
Burke, Mendelssohn, and Alison. Moreover, it is also misleading
to suggest that the ‘aesthetic theory of art’ has been the
predominant tendency of modern aesthetics, or even just of
Anglo-American aesthetics. Of course, there is a line of aesthetic
thought leading not so much from Kant as from Schopenhauer,
through literary figures such as Théophile Gauthier, Gustave
Flaubert, Charles Baudelaire, and Walter Pater, to art critics like
Clive Bell, and finally to several analytical aestheticians such as



Stolnitz and Beardsley (for brief surveys of this movement, see
Sartwell 1998 and Guyer, forthcoming), but such a view of art on
the part of both theorists and practitioners has been intermittent
and never uncontested. For every Schopenhauer, Pater, or Bell,
there has been a Friedrich Schiller, John Ruskin, William Morris,
or John Dewey, arguing that aesthetic experience is distinctive in
its freedom from our most immediate obsessions with purpose
and utility, but that the freedom it thereby allows us is not a
freedom for the simple contemplation of beauty with no further
concerns or implications, but rather a freedom to develop our
imaginative and cognitive capacities, to gain knowledge of
ourselves and others, and to imagine new ways of life, a freedom

that is valued not simply
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for its own sake but also because of the benefits the
development of these capacities can bring to the rest of our lives.
(See the treatments of both Kant and Schiller in Savile 1987 and
Guyer 1993a.) Apart from a narrow school of analytical
aesthetics in the 1950s and the 1960s, it has probably been the
tradition of Schiller and Dewey rather than that of Schopenhauer
and Bell that has been the dominant influence throughout
nineteenth- and twentieth-century aesthetics, even academic
aesthetics.
More like Stolnitz than like Carroll, Dickie demonstrates in his
1996 book The Century of Taste a remarkably narrow conception
not only of the historical tendencies of aesthetics but also of the
prospects for contemporary aesthetic theory. Although Dickie
subtitles his book The Philosophical Odyssey of Taste in the
Eighteenth Century, he discusses in any detail only five authors,
namely Hutcheson, Alexander Gerard, Archibald Alison, Kant, and
Hume—and in that order, so that his account can culminate in
praise of Hume. He thus leaves out, among many others, Du Bos
and all other French writers, Joseph Addison, Edmund Burke,
Lord Kames, and Adam Smith among other Britons, and Moses
Mendelssohn and Friedrich Schiller along with a host of other
Germans. And even in the writers he does discuss, Dickie's
choice of issues is limited. Thus, he omits any treatment not only



of the sublime, a central topic for a wide range of eighteenth-
century figures, but also of genius, in spite of its obvious
importance to both Gerard and Kant, who are central to Dickie's
narrative. Dickie thus omits virtually all discussion of eighteenth-
century views about the relations between aesthetic experience
on the one hand and human morality and creativity on the other.
This is because he wants to focus on what he calls ‘taste theory’,
which concerns only the specification of the proper objects of
judgements of taste and the character of the response to them—
a subject that need not reach the specific issues of the nature of
art, its typical subject matter, or the conditions for its creation.
Moreover, Dickie's celebration of eighteenth-century ‘taste
theory’ is ultimately misleading, because he criticizes all of his
chosen authors, except for Hume, both for placing too much
theoretical restriction on the objects of taste, and—especially—
for venturing any informative hypotheses about the nature of
aesthetic response at all. In the end, Dickie praises Hume for
reducing aesthetic theory to an open-ended enumeration of
beauty-making characteristics, while rejecting, in line with his
famous scepticism about causation, any hypotheses about the
mechanisms by means of which various beauty-making
characteristics might cause the pleasure that we take in them.
Dickie's historiography is thus in service of a conception of
aesthetics diametrically opposed to that of Stolnitz, but equally
narrow: instead of theorizing the aesthetic attitude, aesthetic
theory for Dickie can ultimately do nothing more than prescribe
due attention to the open-ended list of objects that might be
offered by representatives of the art world as candidates for our
appreciation, whatever their properties and whatever the nature
of our appreciation of them might be.

Hutcheson, of course, argued that our response to beauty is
always an immediate response of an essentially sensory nature

to the perception of unity amidst variety
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among the properties of objects, ascribing this response to an
‘internal sense’ dependent upon, but not identical to, any of the
five external senses; and Dickie criticizes him for failing to prove



both that our response to beauty is always of the same
essentially sensory character and that it is always unity amidst
variety that induces this response (Dickie 1996: 25). Dickie is
surely right on the first point, a point also argued by Peter Kivy
(see Kivy 1976a: chapters Il and I1l). But he does not do justice
to the variety of beauty-making characteristics that Hutcheson
actually subsumes under his abstract idea of unity amidst
variety. Dickie makes little of Hutcheson's idea of the beauty of
theorems, which certainly involves what the Germans of the time
called the ‘higher cognitive powers’ in the activities of the
‘internal sense’; and, while he does recognize that Hutcheson
includes representation or mimesis as a form of unity amidst
variety, under the rubric of ‘relative beauty’, he does not note
that Hutcheson also includes correspondence between intention
and outcome as another form of relative beauty, thereby allowing
room for the appreciation of the artistry manifest in an artefact,
as well as for the particular beauty-making characteristics that
such artistry may have produced, and thus opening the door for
subsequent theories of genius as well as beauty. This is a first
example of Dickie's simplification of the actual complexity of
eighteenth-century aesthetic theories. (For a more balanced view
of Hutcheson, see Korsmeyer 1979a,b.)

Dickie credits Gerard for introducing the idea of the ‘coalescence
of ideas’—really, multiple pleasures—in our response to objects
of taste in Gerard's 1759 Essay on Taste. (He fails to notice
Mendelssohn's at least as important idea of ‘mixed sentiments’ in
his writings beginning in 1755; see Mendelssohn 1997: e.g. 72—
5, 131-8.) Dickie praises Gerard for expanding the list of beauty-
making characteristics; but then, although he had criticized
Hutcheson for restricting aesthetic response to sense, he
criticizes Gerard for expanding the list of cognitive capacities too
far beyond sense and thereby allowing too much room for
relativism in judgements of taste (Dickie 1996: 41, 47-8). One
would have thought that the Dickie who would place no
restrictions on what the art world can offer as candidates for our
appreciation would have welcomed Gerard's more catholic
conception of the faculties involved in aesthetic response, while
having no special reason to object to a dose of relativism.
Turning to Alison, Dickie criticizes him for identifying aesthetic
response exclusively with ‘coalescence’, that is, for holding that
what we respond to in matters of taste is never the purely



physical properties of objects of perception but rather always the
human emotions, thus qualities of mind, that we connect with
strictly perceivable properties by ‘trains of association’ (a thought
that is of course not new in Alison, but rather is revived from
Shaftesbury—see Shaftesbury 1999: 322—4). Dickie is right that
Alison fails to prove that all forms of beauty reduce to this
association (Dickie 1996: 71-3); Alison surely went overboard in
holding that all the pleasures of form and matter offered by
works of both nature and art are pleasures of emotional
association. But Dickie goes too far when he insists that Alison’'s
view
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of the necessity of emotional association for the enjoyment of
objects of taste is ‘massively wrongheaded and a dead end from
which nothing can be salvaged’ (p. 75): this just rejects without
argument the fundamental project of properly characterizing the
undeniable role of emotions in our responses to art that has
animated aesthetics from the time of Du Bos and Burke to that of
Tolstoy and Collingwood, to recent writers such as Richard
Wollheim, Kendall Walton, and Stanley Cavell, and that continues
to be a central focus of aesthetic theory. Further, Dickie's
insistence that Alison's emphasis on the trains of association
started by an object of taste can only lead to distraction from,
rather than due attention to, the proper object of taste (p. 74) is
simplistic: surely many works of art, such as the tone poems of
Liszt or Strauss, are meant at least in part precisely to trigger
such trains of association; and the possibility of tension between
attention to a work of art and the trains of association it may
stimulate should not be dismissed as a sign of theoretical error,
but rather should be celebrated as a genuine recognition of the
complex phenomenology of aesthetic experience and one of the
reasons why we seek such experience.
Dickie's interpretation of Kant is also controversial. Dickie
correctly insists on the teleological character of Kant's aesthetics,
but he misunderstands what that is. In Dickie's view, Kant
presented the argument of the Critique of the Power of
Judgement backwards: on his account, Kant thinks that all



beauty consists in the distinctive appearance of a special kind of
purposive design found in natural organisms, so he should have
placed the ‘Critique of Teleological Judgement’ before the
‘Critique of Aesthetic Judgement’. Of course, Dickie also thinks
that the reduction of beauty to such an alleged appearance of
organic purposiveness is utterly implausible. In fact, he fails to
understand that Kant's conception of a beautiful object as one
that induces a free play of the cognitive powers of imagination
and understanding (or of a sublime object as one that ultimately
induces a harmony between imagination and reason) is a
conception of the subjective purposiveness of such an object,
that is, a conception of it as answering to our own aims in
cognition, although in a distinctive way—not a conception of a
special appearance of organic design, which Kant never posits. In
fact, Kant's argument for the necessity of a concept of
purposiveness in our comprehension of organisms is founded on
the centrality of purposiveness in our self-understanding: it is a
regulative rather than a constitutive transference of our own
intentionality, and indeed artistry, in order to make sense of
certain puzzling phenomena in nature (see especially Kant 2000:
865). In other words, Kant's teleological conception of nature is
based on his conception of the subjective purposiveness of our
own cognitive constitution and the intentional purposiveness of
human artistic production; for Kant, we have to understand
certain phenomena in nature on the analogy with our own art,
but we do not understand beauty in either nature or art on the
basis of a prior conception of organic function, let alone its

supposed distinctive appearance (see Guyer 1997).
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Finally, Dickie praises Hume for claiming that ‘in criticism we can
discover a number of objects of taste, which he calls “beauties”
and “blemishes”, that function as reasons to support evaluations
concerning the beauty and ugliness of works of art’ (Dickie 1996:
127), and for simply tabulating these beauties and blemishes in
open-ended lists (pp. 128-9), rather than attempting any
theoretical explanation of them by means of some single model
for the causation of aesthetic response. But this approach to



Hume's aesthetics stakes everything on his apparent
assumptions in the famous but late essay ‘Of the Standard of
Taste’, and neglects his reduction of the vast majority of cases of
beauty to actual or apparent utility enjoyed by means of
sympathy or other mechanisms of the imagination in A Treatise
of Human Nature (see Hume 2000: 235—-6, 368—9). There may
be tension between Hume's account of beauty in the Treatise and
his assumptions in ‘Of the Standard of Taste’, but by simply
omitting any discussion of these tensions, Dickie misses, just as
he does by so radically misunderstanding and thereby rejecting
Kant's conception of the subjective purposiveness of aesthetic
response, an opportunity to discuss one of the most fundamental
issues of eighteenth-century aesthetics, which is nothing less
than the question of how to understand the complex relationship
between the inescapably teleological character of human thought
and the distinctive freedom of aesthetic response from at least
immediate and superficial concerns with use and possession. This
problem was crucial for British writers from Shaftesbury to Hume
and Burke and for German writers from Leibniz and Wolff to
Mendelssohn and Kant; but, by choosing what is actually the
least theoretical of Hume's approaches to aesthetics as his
paradigm of a proper theory of taste, Dickie simply sweeps it
under the rug.

These works by Stolnitz, Carroll, and Dickie focus narrowly on
the perception of beauty as a basically formal property of
objects, neglecting such central eighteenth-century questions as
the relation between beauty and utility; the relation between
aesthetic experience and human emotion, manifest in such
typical topics as the sublime and the paradox of tragedy, and
central to the work of figures such as Du Bos, Burke, and
Mendelssohn; and the nature of artistic creativity, a vital concern
for writers such as Gerard, Kant, and Schiller. Even on the topic
of beauty, these three authors exaggerate the prevalence of a
purely perceptual model of aesthetic response in the eighteenth
century. Shaftesbury started eighteenth-century aesthetic
thought with the recognition that there is a vital difference
between the pleasures associated with the use or consumption of
an object, which are dependent upon the possession of it, and
the enjoyment of its beauty or other of what we now call its
aesthetic qualities (Shaftesbury 1999: 318-19). But he did not
think either that this condition of disinterestedness is equivalent



to bare perception of an object, or that our appreciation of the
beauty of an object terminates in bare perception of it. On the
contrary, for Shaftesbury abstraction from possible grounds for
personal interest in the possession of an object opens the way for
an appreciation of beauty as both an analogue and an example of
the inherent order of the cosmos, an order that is appreciated by

reason as much as by mere perception. In Shaftesbury’s
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unorthodox but still deeply religious philosophy, our appreciation
of that cosmic order ultimately leads to admiration for the
formative power that is the source of all beautiful forms, whether
directly, in the case of natural beauties, or indirectly, in the case
of man-made beauties (Shaftesbury 1999: 322-3).
Following Shaftesbury rather than Hutcheson, almost all thinkers
in the eighteenth century recognized the complex rather than
simple nature of aesthetic response, the interplay between
perception and the higher cognitive capacities of understanding
and reason in aesthetic experience, and the variety of both
aesthetic experiences and aesthetic objects. Even Hume, who
seems to advocate a purely perceptual conception of aesthetic
response in such popular essays as ‘The Sceptic’ and ‘Of the
Standard of Taste’, where he pretends that we can say nothing
more about beauty than that ‘Some particular forms or qualities,
from the original structure of the internal fabric are calculated to
please, and others to displease’ (Hume 1963: 238), in fact
suggested in the Treatise of Human Nature a complicated theory
of beauty, in which such purely perceptual beauty is the minority
case, the majority of experiences of beauty instead involving the
response of the imagination, through sympathy, generalization,
and the association of ideas, to real or apparent utility (Hume
2000: 235-6, 368—9; see also Korsmeyer 1976; Guyer 1993b;
Gracyk 1994; and Townsend 2001: chapter 3). And Kant,
although he certainly insisted on both the disinterestedness of
aesthetic judgement (Kant 2000: §2) and on perceptual form as
the proper objects of ‘pure’ judgements of taste (814),
nevertheless held that our pleasure in even those simplest cases
of beauty is due to a free play between the imagination and



understanding (889, 35), while our more complex pleasure in the
sublime is due to a disharmony between imagination and
understanding accompanied by an awareness of harmony
between imagination and reason (8823-9), and our pleasure in
art involves an equally complex interplay between ideas of
reason and material of the imagination (849). In short, the
dominant aesthetic theories of the eighteenth century were
complex rather than reductive, recognizing that our pleasures in
the beautiful, the sublime, and more are independent of self-
regarding interest but are nevertheless intimately involved with
the deepest and most general aspects of human psychology (see
Townsend 1987 and Guyer 1993a: chapters 2—3).

These works also fail to address our opening question,
concerning just why aesthetics became such a vital part of
eighteenth-century philosophy at all. I now turn to several recent
works which at least broach the latter question, and which carry
the discussion on into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

1.2 Post-Analytical Histories of Modern

Aesthetics

The British literary critic Terry Eagleton and the French
philosophers Luc Ferry and Jean-Marie Schaeffer have all recently
published histories of modern aesthetics which take the reader
from the eighteenth to the twentieth century. These authors see
aesthetic theories as reflecting larger philosophical and

ideological agendas and
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as having been brought to prominence beginning in the
eighteenth century because of these larger agendas. Eagleton
sees the project of modern aesthetics as having been inspired by
a naive conception of the potential of aesthetic experience for a
programme of moral and political improvement led by the
bourgeoisie that emerged during the eighteenth century, but as a
project that collapsed because of the inadequacy of the
bourgeoisie as an instrument of widespread improvement of that
sort. Ferry similarly associates the rise of aesthetics with an
Enlightenment conception of the possibility of individual



development and self-expression within a liberal political
framework that was initially the property of the bourgeoisie, but
he has a more optimistic assessment of the potential contribution
of art and aesthetic experience to conditions in which democracy
can flourish beyond the confines of a single socioeconomic class.
For all their differences, both of these works are striking in their
omission of central thinkers concerned with the relation between
aesthetic experience and political freedom, such as John Ruskin
in the nineteenth century and John Dewey and R. G. Collingwood
in the twentieth. Schaeffer, for his part, argues that the impulse
to speculative metaphysics from Hegel to Heidegger has distorted
Kant's original sense of the freedom of artistic creation from
undue restriction by theoretical and moral agendas, and finds
some twentieth-century avant-garde artists to have remained
closer than twentieth-century aestheticians to the Kantian sense
of the freedom of artistic creation from dominance by
metaphysics itself. But he too has a monolithic and Eurocentric
view of the history of philosophical aesthetics from Schlegel to
Heidegger, and fails to note how the conception of the freedom
of artistic creation from dominance by the agenda of speculative
metaphysics that can be found—although perhaps only partially—
in Kant and Schiller remained alive in many corners of academic
aesthetics throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in
all sorts of figures, from Hermann Lotze and George Santayana
to Dewey and Collingwood and even to George Dickie and Arthur
Danto. Ironically, perhaps even Danto's insistence on the ‘death
of art’, because of its alleged identification with philosophy,
should be understood as a plea for the freedom of contemporary
art from domination by a single philosophical programme (see
Danto 1997).

Eagleton's (1990) book The Ideology of the Aesthetic is the most
comprehensive but also the most dispiriting of these three works.
In his view, aesthetic theory began in self-delusion and has
ended in despair: the eighteenth-century's optimistic appeal to
the aesthetic as an instrument of both personal liberation and
social progress was at best a delusion about the nature of
emerging capitalist society and at worst a hypocritical attempt to
serve capitalist society, while twentieth-century theories of art,
whether Freudian, Marxist, or postmodernist, have basically been
expressions of the alienation and powerlessness of modern
humans in the face of the apparently equal devils of fascism and



capitalism. In Eagleton's gloomy story, only the young Marx
succeeded in envisioning an ‘aesthetic interfusion of form and
content’ as a possibility for a genuinely ‘emancipated society’

(Eagleton 1990: 210),
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but Marx's vision was not realized even by would-be heirs in the
twentieth century such as Benjamin and Adorno, who ultimately
saw art merely as an expression of alienation rather than an
instrument with which to resist it.
Eagleton considers a range of figures from the eighteenth
century to the twentieth, some of whom have been influential on
contemporary Anglo-American aesthetics, and others of whom
have been more influential in broader debates about the nature
of modern society and culture. Among eighteenth-century
figures, Eagleton discusses at lesser or greater length
Baumgarten, Shaftesbury, Hume, Burke, Rousseau, Kant, and
Schiller; in the nineteenth century, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel,
Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Marx, and Nietzsche; in the
twentieth century, Freud, Heidegger, Marxists including Lukacs,
Benjamin, and Adorno, and postmodernists such as Foucault.
Here only some highlights of Eagleton’s narrative can be
mentioned. Eagleton argues that with Baumgarten ‘Aesthetics is
born as a discourse of the body’ (1990: 13), meaning by this that
the discipline of aesthetics arose because of the need to
recognize the importance of perception, sensation, and emotion
in addition to more abstract reasoning in the panoply of human
capacities. But he characteristically concludes that Baumgarten's
‘innovative gesture’ succeeded only in opening up ‘the whole
terrain of sensation... to... the colonization of reason’ (p. 15);
that is, the new recognition of art's potential appeal to the
affective side of human nature only afforded new instruments for
the reason employed by the dominant economic and political
forces of emerging bourgeois society to exercise control over
individuals. Similarly, Rousseau envisioned autonomous
individuals who through self-legislation could retain their ‘unique
individuality, but now in the form of a disinterested commitment
to a common well-being’, a ‘fusion of general and particular, in



which one shares in the whole at no risk to one's unique
specificity’, and which ‘resembles the very form of the aesthetic
artefact’. However, while the ‘enheartening expression of this
doctrine, politically speaking, would be: “what appears as my
subordination to others is in fact self-determination”; the more
cynical view would run: “my subordination to others is so
effective that it appears to me in the mystified guise of governing
myself” (p. 25). This jaundiced view sums up Eagleton's history
of modern aesthetic theory: the possibility of individually
autonomous yet socially harmonious self-creation that is
supposed to be both realized in and symbolized by artistic
production and aesthetic experience is either a feeble and
doomed cry against the powers that be, or is actually perverted
Into one more instrument of social control by those powers.
There are further key claims of Eagleton's story. ‘Against a social
philosophy founded upon egoism and appetite’, he is prepared to
admit, ‘Kant speaks up for a generous vision of a community of
ends, finding in the direction and autonomy of the aesthetic a
prototype of human possibility equally at odds with feudal
absolutism and possessive individualism’, that is, early capitalism
(p. 100). But Eagleton endorses without reservation Hegel's
criticism that Kant's moral and political principles are too abstract

for anyone to use in the actual creation of freer individuals
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and better societies, although Hegel's critique of Kant has been
seriously questioned by contemporary moral philosophers such
as John Rawls and scholars such as Allen Wood. Eagleton then
turns around and argues that, although Hegel proposed replacing
Kant's abstract principles of morality and justice with real social
institutions such as the family, civil society, and historically
situated polities, the Hegelian dialectic was not up to the ‘patient
probings of dialectical reason’ that are necessary to transform
these institutions themselves, ‘given the strata of false
consciousness which intervene between empirical consciousness
and the whole’ in them (p. 151).
Nor does Schopenhauer's version of aesthetic disinterestedness
help: it has ‘little in common with an Arnoldian large-



mindedness, impartially weighing competing interests with an
eye to the affirmative whole; on the contrary it demands nothing
less than a complete self-abandonment, a kind of serene self-
immolation on the subject's part’ (p. 163). But then Eagleton
includes no extended discussion of Arnold, Ruskin, or William
Morris, let alone Dewey or Collingwood, so their claims for the
contribution of aesthetic experience and artistic creation to a
genuine large-mindedness go unexamined or, what is worse, are
rejected without argument. The young Marx, Eagleton maintains,
‘is in entire agreement with the Earl of Shaftesbury—an unlikely
candidate, otherwise, for his approval—that human powers and
human society are an absolute end in themselves’, ‘the single
most creative aspect of the aesthetic tradition’ (p. 226). Here
Eagleton misses an opportunity to mention John Stuart Mill,
whose defence of individuality against Victorian conformism in
the third chapter of On Liberty is based precisely on this idea, as
it were an English idea that has returned to him by a way of a
detour through Wilhelm von Humboldt.

What Eagleton does argue is that, unlike Hegel, Marx recognizes
that a transformation of the conditions of labour, including such a
practical and obvious change as the shortening of the work-day,
will be necessary to allow an equitable realization of this ideal.
Yet Eagleton seems to think that the failure of Marx's bold hope
that ‘History would be transformed by its most contaminated
products, by those bearing the most livid marks of its brutality’
(p. 230), that is the proletariat, needs no explanation or even
explicit assertion. In any case, the history of aesthetic theory
after Marx, even Marxist aesthetic theory, is for Eagleton nothing
but a succession of counsels of despair. Nietzsche sees art as
opening up ‘fresh possibilities of experiment and adventure’ in
human life, but for him ‘the release of individual human powers
from the fetters of social uniformity’ can be realized only in the
‘disdainful isolation’ of the Vbertnensch (pp. 238, 245). For
Freud, art is ‘no privileged realm, but is continuous with the
libidinal processes that go to make up daily life’, and on
Eagleton's assessment of Freud there seems to be no possibility
that the achievement of self-knowledge through therapy will
allow us to gain control over, and thus genuine satisfaction of,
those libidinal processes: instead, ‘The humanist dream of
fullness is itself a libidinal fantasy, as indeed is the whole of
traditional aesthetics’
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(pp. 262—3). Here the work of a modern Freudian such as
Richard Wollheim remains unexamined. Heidegger's conception
of Dasein is an ‘unholy alliance’, Eagleton continues, ‘at once a
remorseless assault on the philosophy of the autonomous
subject... and at the same time the latest in a long series of
privileged, aestheticized, quasi-transcendental “subjects”
jealously protecting their integrity and autonomy from the taint
of the quotidian’ (p. 297). That Heidegger's philosophy is an
assault upon genuine autonomy seems indisputable, but that
Heidegger, instead of Dewey or Collingwood, should be chosen as
the representative aesthetician of the mid-twentieth century
reflects a narrow conception of twentieth-century philosophy, to
say the least.
Among the Marxists, Eagleton avers, Georg Lukacs foolishly
iImagined that bourgeois art forms could readily be enrolled in the
ranks of revolution, while Walter Benjamin and especially
Theodor Adorno more honestly but also hopelessly recognized
that ‘art can only be authentic if it silently acknowledges how
deeply it is compromised by what it opposes; but to press this
logic too far is precisely to undermine its authenticity’ (p. 349);
art cannot successfully achieve autonomy for itself, and show the
way for the achievement of autonomy in the broader spheres of
economy and morality, because there really is no chance for the
latter. Again, the underlying assumption that in the modern
world the project of establishing conditions for the genuine
realization of autonomy is not just difficult but a pipedream is not
defended. Most recently, postmodernism is by no means a
response ‘to a system which has eased up, disarticulated,
pluralized its operations, but to precisely the opposite: to a
power-structure which, being in a sense more “total” than ever,
Is capable for the moment of disarming and demoralizing many
of its antagonists. In such a situation, it is sometimes comforting
and convenient to imagine that there is not after all, as Foucault
might have said, anything “total” to be broken’ (p. 381).
Of course, one must remember that Eagleton's book was written
prior to the genuine expansion of democracy in many countries in



Europe and South America as well as several in Africa and Asia
during the 1990s, and thus prior to the evidence that the work of
an artist such as Vaclav Havel could actually help people imagine
the possibility of democracy. But in any case, it is clear that
Eagleton falls short of actually demonstrating that the project of
enlisting art in the cause of human liberation is a hopeless liberal
self-delusion. Undoubtedly, someone like Schiller had excessive
expectations for the liberating power of aesthetic education; but
Eagleton's pessimism seems as naive as Schiller's optimism, a
bitter response to inflated expectations rather than a judicious
assessment of the more modest but genuine contributions that
engagement with art can make to personal and political
liberation.

That twentieth-century history showed that the realization of
moral, political, economic, and even aesthetic autonomy in a
wide percentage of the human population would be more difficult
than the Enlightenment imagined can hardly be denied. But the

pessimism of Eagleton's view both of aesthetics and of modern
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history more generally is unwarranted. A more optimistic
interpretation of several of the figures discussed by Eagleton is
offered by Luc Ferry in his book Homo aestheticus: The Invention
of Taste in the Democratic Age, which originally appeared in the
same year as Eagleton's polemic. The central figure of Ferry's
account of the centrality of aesthetics in the development of
modern philosophy as a whole is Nietzsche, who recognizes that
‘in a universe that is now wholly perspectival, in a world once
again become infinite in that it offers the possibility of an infinity
of interpretations, only art presents itself authentically as what it
is: an evaluation that makes no pretence of truth’ (Ferry 1993:
186). But for Ferry this is not a counsel of despair, and to give up
all pretence to truth is not, it turns out, for art to give up all
claim to truth. What art represents better than anything else is
the impossibility of a single systematic and comprehensive theory
of the world that must be accepted by every individual, and,
instead, the reality of the multiplicity of viewpoints that must be
accepted in an age of genuinely democratic individualism, not



just because of the inevitable differences among the preferences
of persons, but also because of the irremediably complex nature
of the rest of reality as well. However, Ferry argues, this has
been better recognized not by aesthetic theory in the twentieth
century, but rather by successful avant-garde movements in
twentieth-century art itself.

Ferry begins his work with a survey of eighteenth-century
figures, focusing on Du Bos in France, Hume in Britain, and
Baumgarten in Germany. His argument here is that these figures
recognized, contrary to Leibniz, that an appeal to God could no
longer be relied upon to guarantee the possibility of harmonious
bonds among discrete individuals, and instead turned to
something within human experience that could ‘ground
objectivity on subjectivity, transcendence on immanence’, or
both recognize differences among persons and establish common
ground between them—namely, ‘the beautiful... which at the
same time brings us together the most easily yet most
mysteriously’ (Ferry 1993: 25). This line of thought culminated in
Kant's conception of the judgement of taste as the product of the
reflecting power of judgement using indeterminate rather than
determinate concepts, which showed ‘how to think aesthetic
intersubjectivity without grounding it either on a dogmatic reason
or on a psycho-physiological structure’ (pp. 85—-6). However,
such a foundation for the possibility of intersubjective agreement
In something so subjective as our sentiments and preferences
comes under criticism by Hegel, who is not prepared to surrender
the promise of Leibnizian rationalism.

Ferry argues correctly against those who would see Hegel as an
avatar of a genuinely modern historicism, in which what can be
perceived as truth and can be represented as such in art is
entirely open to ever-changing historical forces. Instead, Ferry
argues, ‘The Hegelian project is not at all one of opening
philosophy up to history, but of absorbing historicity back into
the concept’, a project that is ‘a direct descendent of Leibniz's’
(p. 147; see also pp. 128-9). Within aesthetic theory, what this
means is basically that what Hegel called classical art was not
merely a historical phase within the development of art that

could be replaced by others
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equally appropriate to their historical circumstances: rather,
classical art embodied the essence of art, and thus, when the
continued creation of classical art was no longer an historical
possibility, it was art itself that had to be superseded by religion
and then philosophy. ‘With the introduction of historicity into
truth, Hegel intended to reestablish the primacy of the divine and
the intelligible’ that had been rejected by eighteenth-century
thinkers from Du Bos to Kant. ‘The aesthetic sphere, born out of
the legitimation of the sensible, must thereby be reintegrated
into the whole of the system. The philosophy of art must thus
embrace its object the better to kill it’ (p. 129). On this account,
Hegel is not simply reporting the death of art, but rather is
ordering its assassination in the name of a revived rationalism.
Ferry, however, unlike Arthur Danto (see Danto 1997), is not
tempted to accept Hegel's thesis of the death of art as an
historical inevitability. He treats Hegel as only a detour on the
way from the eighteenth century to Nietzsche, whose
understanding of art as a model of the inexhaustibility of valid
perspectives upon a complex and changing reality, and perhaps
even as a source of such perspectives, is in turn the foundation
for a lively tradition of avant-garde art in the twentieth century.
The heart of Ferry's approach is the idea that ‘Nietzsche's
philosophy takes the form of a monadology with neither subject
nor system’, by which he means that according to Nietzsche
individuals do not have fixed and determinate natures, but are
free to create themselves as they create works of art—indeed, at
least in part through their creation of works of art. The
‘multiplicity of points of views’ that results from individual
creation and self-creation is itself a genuine, indeed is the only
genuine expression of the nature of reality (Ferry 1993: pp. 167—
8). ‘The truth’ is precisely the multiplicity of truths, and art
expresses this better than anything else. ‘Neither one of these
two terms, objectivity and subjectivity, exists,... there are only
interpretations without interpretans or interpretandum,... and
this is what justifies the foremost position art should have as the
finally adequate expression of the essence of what is, of life or
the will to power’ (p. 180). This insight, in turn, paves the way
for avant-garde art in the twentieth-century—not all avant-garde
art, to be sure, since some of it is just classicism in a new



disguise, that is, a pretence to have discovered the new but still
uniquely right way to view reality—but rather that kind of avant-
garde art which recognizes that reality itself is ‘chaotic and
“different” and thus can be represented only by art that is itself
in incessant revolution (p. 232). Ferry concludes by drawing an
ethical lesson from this history: ‘the history of aesthetics teaches
us—and | believe the lesson is also valid for ethics—that the
withdrawal of a shared world is not synonymous with decadence’
(p. 259). Rather, he argues, the Nietzschean vision shows the
possibility of ‘a return of the principle of excellence within the
democratic universe’ (p. 260), although spelling out just what
that means is a task left to political philosophy (about which
Ferry has written extensively; see Ferry 1990; Ferry and Renaut
1992).

Another recent French work that looks to the history of modern
philosophy to argue for the possibility of continued artistic

creativity in a democratic society is
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Jean-Marie Schaeffer's Art of the Modern Age (Schaeffer 2000).
However, Schaeffer argues that, while Kant had already begun to
provide room for this possibility, the whole subsequent history of
aesthetic theory, not only Hegel but even Nietzsche, places a
metaphysical burden upon art that constrains it as a venue for
the full expression of creativity and the realization of pleasure of
which modern human beings are capable. Schaeffer makes his
own position clear at the outset: ‘the essentialist quest makes no
sense: art is not an object endowed with an internal essence; like
every intentional object it is (becomes) what people makes of it—
and they make the most diverse things of it’ (Schaeffer 2000: 6).
But his fundamental antipathy to what he characterizes as the
‘speculative theory of Art’, whose chief proponents have been the
Romantics Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel, Hegel, Schopenhauer,
Nietzsche, and Heidegger, does not prevent him from giving
detailed and lucid accounts of the views of these figures. His
accounts of the complex structure of Hegel's system of aesthetics
and of the development of Nietzsche's view of art through three
main stages are particularly valuable.



Schaeffer's exposition of Kant begins by stressing the free play of
imagination and understanding in the experience of beauty, thus
the role for indeterminate concepts only in our response to and
judgement of beauty. He then stresses the tension this causes in
Kant's thought about art, which is clearly a product of intentional
human activity on the one hand, thus imbued with determinate
concepts of the ends to be achieved by such activity, yet must be
free of constraint by determinate concepts on the other.
Schaeffer argues that Kant attempts to resolve this tension
through his theory of genius, but that he ends up allowing an
unresolved conflict between genius and taste within his
conception of artistic production, thereby reproducing rather than
resolving the tension (Schaeffer 2000: 40-9); here, however,
one might reply that this tension is not so much a theoretical
failure as an accurate reflection of the real challenge of achieving
a balance between originality and public accessibility in artistic
innovation. Schaeffer believes that Kant is more successful in
analysing the complex relationship between the aesthetic and the
moral, in which works of art can symbolize specific moral ideas
without sacrificing the indeterminacy that is essential to the free
play of imagination and understanding, while that free play itself,
or ‘the disinterested pleasure that finality without representation
of a specific end elicits’, whether induced by a work of art or
nature, can serve as a symbol of morality in general, thus
constituting ‘a symbol of the pleasure that a direct contemplation
of the good would provide, if such a direct contemplation were
possible’ (p. 53). Yet, in the rejection of the Enlightenment that
quickly followed its Kantian apotheosis (p. 70), Kant's complex
analysis of the delicate relations between the aesthetic and the
moral is transformed into the ‘sacralization of art’ that is at the
heart of the ‘speculative theory of Art’: Kant's thesis that both
works of art and aesthetic experience itself can symbolize the
morally good is transformed into the thesis that art and only art
offers speculative access to the Absolute, or the true nature of

reality (p. 53). The imposition of this metaphysical mission on
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art constrains the possibilities for human creativity in a way that



Kant, in spite of his thesis that all art expresses aesthetic, and
through them rational, ideas, never intended.

Schaeffer sees the Romantics as rejecting Kant's complex theory
of human thought and action and refusing to accept Kant's denial
of theoretical rather than only practical insight into the ultimate
nature of reality, and then assigning art privileged access to the
ultimate reality they imagine we can apprehend.

Romanticism seeks to short-circuit the third Critique by reducing
the beautiful to the True and by identifying aesthetic experience
with the presentative determination of an ontological content. At
the same time, we no longer encounter artistic works but only
manifestations of Art: if Art reveals Being, then artistic works
reveal Art and are to be deciphered as such, that is, as so many
empirical realizations of the same ideal essence. (Schaeffer
2000: 71)

Hegel agrees with the Romantics in understanding art as a mode
of access to a metaphysical absolute, thus sharing their rejection
of Kant's view that it is only as an autonomous venue for the
creation of pleasure that aesthetic experience can even
symbolize something essential about morality; but he does not
see art as the most privileged mode of access to the Absolute,
arguing rather that it must be—and indeed has been—
superseded first by religion and then by philosophy. Hegel
‘retains the heart of the romantic revolution, namely the
establishment of Art as ontological knowledge, and hence the
definition of artistic practices as having a speculative function’,
but places art ‘lower than philosophy’ (Schaeffer 2000: 137).
Hegel's subordination of the epistemological role of art to those
of religion and philosophy goes hand in hand with a sophisticated
analysis of the historical development of the epistemic potential
of art and an analysis of the epistemological capabilities of
different forms of art: ‘Hegel's profound originality resides in the
fact that he is the first theorist of art who tries seriously to
associate a historical hermeneutics with a semiotic analysis of the
arts’ (p. 138). These intersecting axes of analysis allow Hegel to
develop a far more detailed system of the arts than those of such
predecessors as Novalis, Schegel, or F. W. J. Schelling, which
Schaeffer describes in useful detail; yet Hegel's preconceptions
about the epistemological and metaphysical functions of art still
constrain his assessments of the comparative value of the
various media of art (p. 174) and of the possibilities for creativity



and invention within these various media. Schaeffer thus
provides a more complex appraisal of Hegel's contribution to the
history of aesthetics than does Ferry, although in the end his
appraisal is still negative.

For all his contempt of Hegel, Schopenhauer too saw art as a
privileged mode of access to ultimate reality, although of course
his conception of reality itself was quite different from that of the
absolute idealists: the absolute is not any form of rationality that
we can embrace with satisfaction, but an irrational striving that
we must learn to renounce. Schaeffer argues that there is
tension between Schopenhauer's theory of the Platonic Ideas as

the essences captured by the different arts and his
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‘fundamentally empiricist’ theory of knowledge (Schaeffer 2000:
192), which is certainly open to discussion (see Janaway in
Jacquette 1996). More convincingly, Schaeffer stresses that in
Schopenhauer, as in Hegel, the experience of art does not realize
our ultimate attitude to reality: for Schopenhauer as well as
Hegel, art must be superseded by philosophy, although for
Schopenhauer what philosophy ultimately teaches is resignation
in the face of the irrationality of reality rather than reconciliation
with its rationality (p. 203).
Schaeffer follows his account of Schopenhauer with an even more
illuminating account of Nietzsche. The essence of this account is
a tripartite chronology, according to which the Schopenhauerian
image of an ecstatic access to Dionysian reality in The Birth of
Tragedy is superseded first by a genealogical or ‘positivist’
critique of the pretensions of art, along with those of morality,
religion, and philosophy, inaugurated by Human, All Too Human,
that is in turn superseded by a ‘reinterpretation of the question
of art within the framework of the theory of the will to power and
the eternal return in Thus Spake Zarathustrd and other late
writings (Schaeffer 2000: 210). The essence of this late view is
the recognition that what are, at the second stage of Nietzsche's
thought, debunked as mere errors are in fact ‘the type of error
without which a certain species of living beings cannot live’, or
are creative assertions of the will to life and power rather than



denials of it (p. 231). And the arts epitomize this transformation
of error into a new kind of truth: ‘the arts, beyond their function
as a stimulus to life, paradoxically recover a kind of cognitive
bearing: if being is always something created, if the world is a
projection or effectuation of the will to power, then the arts, in so
far as they present themselves overtly as creations, are the most
transparent mode of the protective activity’ (p. 233). So in the
late Nietzsche the arts regain the potential for genuine creativity
that Kant struggled to grant them, although they still carry a
heavy philosophical burden, having to reveal ‘the structure of the
world as a fiction’ (p. 234). Here is a contrast with Ferry's
Nietzsche, where the arts more simply get to exploit the freedom
that this metaphysical fact allows them.

Before the arts can be liberated from a philosophical burden,
they must survive their enslavement by Heidegger, who returns
to the territory of early Romanticism by enlisting poetry in the
service of a philosophy that is supposed to open itself to a Being
deeper than anything that can be grasped by mere science and
technology. In his final chapter, however, Schaeffer provides a
hopeful account of modern art and aesthetic theory as escaping
from the constraining influence of the speculative theory of art in
general and from the baneful influence of Heidegger in particular.
Invoking C. L. Stevenson, in at least one appeal to American
philosophy of a sort that is all too rare in these works, Schaeffer
argues that we can now see that the speculative theory of art
was a persuasive definition, which attempted to restrict the
meaning of the term ‘art’ by endowing it with a laudatory
function and shrinking its denotation only to those works showing
themselves to be in conformity with this evaluative definition

(Schaeffer 2000: 285). Building upon Kant's sense of freedom in
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artistic creation, however, Schaeffer hopes that we can now see
that giving up the speculative theory of art and its essentialist
assumptions ‘would allow us a more diversified and more fecund
perspective on works’ of art; it would allow us ‘to reinsert art in
the highest meaning of the term into the broader field of which it
constitutes the richest form’, and thus to see that ‘the work of art



is a product of human creative behaviour, but it is not the only
one, nor is it hermetically sealed off from other human works’;
and finally, it would allow us to admit the legitimacy of pleasure
in our experience of art, to escape from the ‘exacerbated
Puritanism’ of the ‘sacralization of the work of art’ that ‘has led
us to cut the work of art off from the gratification it provides’ (p.
274).

Schaeffer seems right to argue that the work of creating genuine
room for artistic creativity in an age of democratic liberalism was
not achieved by the speculative theory of art but remains to be
done, although with renewed inspiration from Kant. And one can
only hope that his optimism about the future of both art and
aesthetic theory is better founded than Eagleton's despair.
However, although Schaeffer does briefly mention George
Santayana and Nelson Goodman, as well as referring to Arthur
Danto in several footnotes, even his optimistic appraisal of the
prospects for contemporary art as well as aesthetic theory is
unnecessarily hampered by his failure to consider the great
figures of twentieth-century Anglo-American aesthetics such as
Dewey and Collingwood, and their nineteenth-century
predecessors Arnold, Ruskin, and Morris. Ruskin's argument that
art can be an expression of human freedom, in his famous
chapter on the Gothic in The Stones of Venice, which could itself
be seen as making more concrete Schiller's conception in his
Kallias letters of beauty as the image of freedom (see Ellis 1976),
and perhaps even more importantly the insight of both Ruskin
and Morris that art can introduce elements of both freedom and
pleasure into modern life without themselves being expected to
bear all the burden of introducing justice into the modern
economy and polity, deserve more of a hearing than they get in
any of these works. Dewey's argument, also inspired by Schiller,
that in aesthetic experience we learn a kind of creativity that we
can carry over to the rest of our life, would provide valuable
support for Schaeffer's hopeful attempts to overthrow the
burdens of the speculative theory of art. And Collingwood's
argument, not in the scorned Part | of The Principles of Art,
where his case against the use of art as ‘magic’ or propaganda
appears to collapse into an extreme form of the doctrine of art
for art's sake, but rather in its neglected Part Ill, where he shows
that art provides a valuable vehicle of knowledge, not
metaphysical knowledge of some supposed ultimate reality, but



self-knowledge of our own emotions, would be a valuable
addition to Dewey. An understanding of our own emotions, while
hardly a sufficient condition for moral and political progress, is
certainly a necessary condition, and that is what Collingwood was
attempting to argue, with the spectacle of European fascism and
its use of artistic media for the manipulation of human emotions
before his eyes. More recently, Richard Wollheim and Stanley

Cavell have explored art as a means
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for self-knowledge, where that is understood primarily
psychoanalytically in Wollheim and more broadly in Cavell.
The Eurocentrism common to the works of Eagleton, Ferry, and
Schaeffer is as serious a shortcoming in them as is the focus on
just a narrow part of eighteenth-century British aesthetics in the
work of Stolnitz, Dickie, and Carroll. A history of modern
aesthetics that gives proper weight to the enduring contributions
of both Dewey and Collingwood—although certainly Dewey if not
Collingwood receives some detailed discussion in an older history
such as Beardsley (1965)—and then carries the story on to the
recent work of figures such as Goodman, Cavell, Wollheim, and
Danto, thus remains to be written.

2. Bibliographical Essay

The following survey concentrates on literature published since
about 1970 on the major movements and figures in aesthetics
from the beginning of the eighteenth to the middle of the
twentieth centuries. It is for the most part confined to
monographs and essay collections rather than the vast journal
literature, although it includes references to articles cited above
and a few others. With several exceptions, it is restricted to work
in English. Works cited in Section I but not mentioned below are
also included in the bibliography that follows.

Several works including surveys of eighteenth-century aesthetics
that have not been discussed above but are worth attention are
Caygill (1989), Norton (1995), and Mortensen (1997). A number
of critical articles on eighteenth-century aesthetics can be found
in Mattick (1993). Two major works in contemporary aesthetic



theory that are deeply informed by the modern history of
aesthetics, and have especially valuable discussions of Hume and
Kant, are Savile (1982) and Mothersill (1984); see also Sparshott
(1982) and Budd (1995). An idiosyncratic work on the theory of
beauty that is deeply informed about the history of aesthetics,
ancient and medieval as well as modern, and that also includes
an extended argument for the distinction between the theory of
beauty and the theory of art, is Kirwan (1999). The only recent
extended survey of thought about the sublime is the vastly well
informed Saint Girons (1993), but see also several chapters in
Crowther (1993); an anthology of eighteenth-century British
sources on the sublime is Ashfield and de Bolla (1996). A
neglected work on the treatment of the imagination in authors
including Hume, Kant, Schelling, and Coleridge is Warnock
(1976). A recent introductory work on aesthetics that is
historically well informed is Cothey (1990). A general survey of
art theory from antiquity to the present, concentrating more on
artists and art criticis than on philosophers, is Barasch (1985,

1990, 1998).
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The most important works on Shaftesbury remain Stolnitz
(1961a,b), Townsend (1982, 1987), and Kivy (1976a: chapter
1); see also Mortensen (1997: chapter 12), and Caygill (1989:
chapter 2). The new edition of the Characteristics edited by
Lawrence E. Klein (Shaftesbury 1999) includes a helpful guide to
work on Shaftesbury's moral philosophy and work on him by
literary scholars.
The major work on Hutcheson's aesthetics remains Kivy (1976a);
for his more recent view of Hutcheson, see Kivy (1995). In
addition to Dickie (1996), Korsmeyer (1976, 1979a,b), and
Townsend (1987, 1991), see also Michael (1984), Cayqill (1989:
chapter 2), Matthews (1998), and Mortensen (1997: chapter 14).
The literature on Hume is extensive. An important study of the
historical sources as well as philosophical character of Hume's
aesthetics is Jones (1982); a systematic survey of Hume's
aesthetics including an extensive bibliography is von der Lihe
(1996). Most recently, Townsend (2001) offers a detailed



treatment of the historical background to Hume's aesthetics as
well as a systematic analysis. Current discussion of ‘Of the
Standard of Taste’ begins with Kivy (1967) and Osborne (1967).
Subsequent contributions to this discussion, in addition to the
chapters in Kivy (1976a), Mothersill (1984) and Dickie (1996),
include Korsmeyer (1976, 1995); Wieand (1983); Carroll (1984),
Kivy (1989); Mothersill (1989); Shusterman (1989), also
reprinted in Mattick (1993); Guyer (1993b); Savile (1993:
chapter 4); Cohen (1994); Gracyk (1994); Shelley (1998); and
Levinson (2002). For a treatment of Hume's concept of
imagination in the context of his aesthetics, see Warnock (1976:
part I1).

Philosophers have done little with Burke. In addition to
treatments in Caygill (1989) and Saint Girons (1993), see the
literary theorists Weiskel (1976) and Ferguson (1992). Adam
Smith, who is largely neglected in general histories of his
aesthetics, is touched upon in Caygill (1989); two works devoted
primarily to his moral and political philosophy, Fleischacker
(1999) and Griswold (1999), do include some discussion of his
theory of aesthetic judgement. Thomas Reid's aesthetics have
been discussed in Kivy (1976b), Gracyk (1987), and Nauckhoff
(1994). Alexander Gerard's theory of genius is discussed in Kivy
(2001).

Literature in English on German aesthetics before Kant remains
limited. Monographs on Baumgarten are available only in
German; see especially Franke (1972) and Solms (1990). For
briefer treatments in English, however, see Gregor (1983) and
the extended discussion in Caygill (1989: especially 148—-71).
Moses Mendelssohn's work has become available in English in
Daniel Dahlstrom's edition of Mendelssohn (1997). For discussion
of Mendelssohn, see Guyer (1993a: chapter 4). Baumgarten, his
disciple Georg Friedrich Meier, and Mendelssohn are also
discussed in a work focusing primarily on Mendelssohn's friend
and collaborator Gotthold Ephraim Lessing in Wellbery (1984);
on Lessing, see also Wellbery (1984), which includes chapters on
Wolff, Baumgarten, and Mendelssohn as well as a detailed study
of Lessing's Laocoodn, and Savile (1987: chapters 1-3). A
discussion of Lessing in the context of theories of the depiction of

the body by contemporaries
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including Winckelmann, Herder, and Goethe is Richter (1992).
The anti-rationalist Johann Herder is also discussed in Solms
(1990), and has received book-length treatment in English in
Norton (1991). A detailed study of German theories of artistic
genius from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries is Schmidt
(1985).
There has been an enormous amount of publication on Kant's
aesthetics, and with one exception the following list will be
confined to monographs. Contemporary discussions of Kant's
aesthetics begin with Crawford (1974), Guyer (1997; first
published 1979) and Schaper (1979). The most recent
monograph on Kant's theory of taste is Allison (2001). Guyer
(1993a) places Kant's aesthetics in historical context, discussing
his relation to British aesthetics, Mendelssohn, Karl Philipp
Moritz, Schiller, and Hegel, and also discusses topics omitted
from Guyer (1997) such as the sublime and in general the
relation of Kant's aesthetics to his moral theory. Guyer (1997)
adds a chapter on Kant's conception of the fine arts to its original
1979 edition. A controversial interpretation of Kant's theory of art
iIs Kemal (1986); Pillow (2000) argues that it is Kant's analysis of
the sublime rather than of the beautiful that grounds his theory
of art. Other work on the relation between Kant's aesthetics and
his moral philosophy include the essay by Cohen in Cohen and
Guyer (1982), Rogerson (1986), and especially the judicious
treatment in Savile (1987); for further work by Savile on Kant
and art, see Savile (1993). See also Recki (2001). Kant's theory
of genius is treated in Kivy (2001). An extended treatment of
Kant on the sublime is Crowther (1989); an important critique of
Kant's treatment of the sublime is Budd (1998); and samples of
French ‘deconstructive’ and ‘postmodernist’ interpretations of
Kant are Derrida (1987) and Lyotard (1994), which also focuses
on the sublime. In addition to Warnock (1976), a more recent
attempt to interpret Kant's aesthetics in light of his general
conception of the imagination is Gibbons (1994); another recent
work that situates Kant's aesthetics in his general theory of the
mind is Matthews (1997). A hermeneutical approach to Kant's
aesthetics is offered in Makkreel (1990). A brief introduction to
Kant's aesthetics by a distinguished German scholar is in Henrich



(1992). See also Wieland (2002). A controversial interpretation
of the development of Kant's aesthetics is Zammito (1992), now
supplemented by Zammito (2001); a better account of this topic
is Dumouchel (1999). Extensive bibliographies of work on Kant's
aesthetics can be found in Cohen and Guyer (1982) (along with
important articles by Guyer, Aquila, Savile, and Crawford);
Meerbote and Hudson (1991); and Parrett (1998), which is a vast
anthology of articles in several languages, including valuable
papers by Crowther, Guyer, Kemal, Kneller, Ameriks, Allison,
Makkreel, and others.

A general treatment of Schiller's philosophical works, including
his aesthetics, is Miller (1972). Schiller's 1793 Kallias letters, his
first treatment of beauty, have been studied in Ellis (1976); a
detailed study of the 1795 Letters on the Aesthetic Education of
Mankind is Murray (1994). Other work on Schiller's aesthetics
includes Podro (1972), which also discusses Kant, Herbart, and
Schopenhauer; Schaper (1979: chapter 5); Henrich in Cohen and

Guyer (1982); Savile (1987); Chytry (1989: chapter 3);
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Sychrava (1989); Norton (1995: chapter 6); and Martin (1996).
Both Herder and Schiller are discussed by Dahlstrom in Ameriks
(2000).
German idealism has been the object of intensive study in recent
years. There are surveys of the aesthetic theories of the German
Romantics and absolute idealists by Charles Larmore and Andrew
Bowie in Ameriks (2000) and Larmore (1996); a far more
detailed study, beginning with Baumgarten and Kant and
continuing through the high Romantics such as Solger and Tieck,
is Frank (1989). See also Beiser (2002) and Richards (2002). The
major event for the study of F. W. J. Schelling's aesthetics in
English has been the translation of his lectures on The Philosophy
of Fine Art in Schelling (1989); these reveal Schelling to have
provided an interesting alternative to Hegel's historical
determinism and ‘death of art’ thesis. For commentary, see
Bowie (1990: chapter 4; 1993: chapter 3). The hermeneutical
theory of Friedrich Schleimacher has also been made available to
English readers by a new translation, Schleiermacher (1998); for



commentary, see Bowie (1997: chapter 5). Hegel has certainly
received the most attention, however. A new translation of
Hegel's lectures on the fine arts was published in Hegel (1975). A
reliable overview of Hegel's aesthetics is provided by Robert
Wicks in Beiser (1993), and a more detailed study, focusing on
Hegel's treatments of the visual arts and literature, is Bungay
(1984). A more speculative interpretation of Hegel's philosophy
as a whole from the point of view of his aesthetics is offered in
Desmond (1986). For an extended contrast between Kant and
Hegel, see Pillow (2000). Wyss (1999) analyses Hegel's influence
on later speculative theories of art history; for the influence of
Hegel on more traditional art historians, see Podro (1982). Arthur
Danto has appealed to Hegel for support of his own theory of the
end of the project of modern painting throughout Danto (1997).
A variety of new essays on Hegel's aesthetics can be found in
Maker (2000).

Schopenhauer's thesis that aesthetic experience offers an escape
from the frustrations of desire as well as from the tension
between that thesis and his equally wellknown thesis that
music—in his view the highest form of art—offers direct access to
the will that lies beneath appearance, are both central to his
philosophy; thus, the analysis of his aesthetic theory is
prominent in all surveys of Schopenhauer's philosophy. For an
overview, see Young (1987) and Levinson (1998). A recent
collection devoted especially to Schopenhauer's aesthetics is
Jacquette (1996), which includes essays touching on those
themes by Christopher Janaway, John Atwell, and Paul Guyer, as
well as related essays by Julian Young and Cheryl Foster, who
also writes on Schopenhauer's aesthetics in Janaway (1999).
That volume also includes Martha Nussbaum's treatment of the
relation between Schopenhauer and Nietzsche's views in The
Birth of Tragedy, a theme also studied by Ivan Soil in Janaway
(1998). The topic of art is equally central to the thought of
Nietzsche, in both his youthful work, The Birth of Tragedy (1872)
and his later works, especially Human, All Too Human (1878) and
The Gay Science (1882). Young (1992) offers a survey and
critique of the treatment of art in all of Nietzsche's major works.
Raymond Geuss's introduction to Nietzsche (1999) is a useful

short survey of The Birth of Tragedy, while Silk and
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Stern (1981) is an exhaustive work, including treatments of the
book's relation to more orthodox classical philology and to earlier
German aesthetic theory as well as a treatment of its reception.
Staten (1990) is an important study of Nietzsche's psychology of
morality that makes extensive use of The Birth of Tragedy, and
also includes a critical analysis of leading ‘deconstructive’
readings of the work by Paul de Man and Philippe Lacoue-
Labarthe. The primary exemplar of the ‘deconstructive’ approach
to Nietzsche, however, is Derrida (1979). The major work on
Nietzsche's later philosophy of art is Nehamas (1985), which
explores Nietzsche's use of the idea of artistic creation as an
image for self-fashioning in general; see also Nehamas (1998:
chapter 5). On Nietzsche's relation to more recent conceptions of
‘modernity’ in art, see the essay by Nehamas in Magnus and
Higgins (1996) as well as Rampley (2000). Nietzsche's relation to
Schiller rather than Schopenhauer is studied in Martin (1996).
Finally, Kemal et al. (1998) offers essays on a variety of themes
in Nietzsche's treatment of art, including useful essays by Randall
Havas, Aaron Ridley, Henry Staten, and Salim Kemal Another
major figure from the end of the nineteenth century is, of course,
Tolstoy; his aesthetic theory receives booklength treatment in
Diffey (1985) and a briefer treatment in Lyas (1997) and Graham
(2000); Lyas's introductory work also includes an interesting
discussion of Bendedetto Croce, whose work in aesthetics, very
influential in the first decades of the twentieth century, has lately
been neglected. Lyas has also produced a new translation of the
systematic portion of Croce's chief work in aesthetics in Croce
(1992), although for a translation of Croce's history of aesthetics
one must still go to Croce (1922).
Marxist aesthetics, especially in the twentieth rather than
nineteenth century, is a broad subject. Surveys include Arvon
(1973) and Jameson (1971). A study of Marx's own scattered
remarks on the visual arts is M. Rose (1984). Marcuse (1978)
and Bourdieu (1984) are both recent works in a strongly Marxist
vein, in addition to the work of Eagleton discussed above. Most
recently, the work of the unorthodox Marxists or ‘critical
theorists’ Theodore Adorno and Walter Benjamin have received
the most attention. For Adorno, see G. Rose (1978), Jameson



(1990), Zuidevaart (1991), Bernstein (1992, 2001), Nicholson
(1997), and the collection of essays Huhn and Zuidevaart (1997).
For Benjamin, see Wolin (1982), Buck-Morss (1989), and Cayaqill
(1998). Both figures are also discussed in Bowie (1997).

The vast work of John Ruskin had an enormous influence on
many areas of both artistic practice and theory in the nineteenth
and earlier twentieth century, including philosophical aesthetics,
in writers from Bernard Bosanquet to R. G. Collingwood, but has
been little studied by philosophers in recent years. For a general
survey of his life and works, see Hilton (1985, 2000); for a study
of his aesthetic theory in particular, see Landow (1971).
Collingwood's philosophy of art has also not received as much
attention recently as it deserves. Apart from the brief general
introduction (Johnson 1998) and the even briefer introduction to
Collingwood's aesthetics (Ridley 1999), which does contain a

good list of recent
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journal articles, one must still turn to the older Donagan (1962)
and the collection Krausz (1972), which contains a particularly
useful survey of Collingwood's philosophy of art by Peter Jones.
The aesthetics of John Dewey has recently been receiving more
attention than that of Collingwood, including monographs by
Alexander (1987), Shusterman (1991), and Jackson (1998), as
well as the collection of essays edited by Seiple and Haskins
(1998).
‘Analytical’ aesthetics since the 1950s has yet to receive a full-
dress history, but see Ludeking (1988) for a start. The single
largest influence on analytical aesthetics has been the work of
Ludwig Wittgenstein, primarily his general work (Wittgenstein
1953) rather than the two slender volumes containing some
explicit remarks on art and the aesthetic (Wittgenstein 1967,
1980). (However, the suggestion in Wittgenstein 1967 that the
term ‘beauty’ is just a provocation for discussion rather than a
genuine predicate has been influential.) Wittgenstein's critique of
philosophical theory itself was the source of doubts about the
very possibility of aesthetic theory in the 1950s and 1960s; see
especially the paper by Kennick in Barrett (1965). Wittgenstein's



idea that concepts convey family resemblances rather than
determinate necessary and sufficient conditions was the source
for the attack upon the possibility of a traditional definition of art
beginning with Mandelbaum (1965); for a survey of this
movement, see Davies (1991). This aspect of Wittgenstein's
work was also the source for Frank Sibley's approach to aesthetic
concepts; see Sibley's paper in Barrett (1965) and Sibley (2001);
for a collection of papers on Sibley's work, see Brady and
Levinson (2001). Wittgenstein's attack upon traditional
conceptions of introspective access to mental phenomena lies
behind Dickie's attack upon the concept of aesthetic experience
and his use of the externally accessible ‘artworld’ instead in his
definition of art; see Dickie (1974). Wittgenstein's attack upon
the separation of perception and interpretation, exemplified in his
conception of ‘seeing as’, influenced the work of Richard
Wollheim, particularly Wollheim (1980, 1987), and Roger
Scruton, particularly Scruton (1974, 1979); see also van Gerwen
(2001). Finally, Wittgenstein's rejection of the idea of privileged
self-knowledge was influential on the work of Stanley Cavell,
especially Cavell (1969, 1979). For general works on
Wittgenstein and aesthetics, see Hagberg (1994, 1995), Cometti
(1996), Allen and Turvey (2001), and Lewis (2002).

Among subsequent influential analytical aestheticians, Nelson
Goodman's work, especially Goodman (1968), was the focus of a
special issue of Theoria in 1973; Goodman's subsequent work in
aesthetics is represented in Goodman (1972, 1978, 1984).
George Dickie's work is the focus of the essays in Yanal (1994).
Arthur Danto's work, especially Danto (1981, 1986), is addressed
by the essays in Rollins (1993).

Martin Heidegger has certainly been as influential on aesthetic
thought in the second half of the twentieth century as
Wittgenstein, although not as influential on the way aesthetics
has been practised in American and British philosophy
departments. Heidegger's most famous work in aesthetics was
his essay, originally written in the 1930s although not published

until the 1950s, ‘On the Origin of the
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Work of Art’; a translation is in Heidegger (1971). Heidegger's
thesis here, that works of art put us in touch with ‘Being’ in a
way that ordinary concepts do not, is reminiscent of
Schopenhauer's view that music directly expresses the nature of
the will as the basis of all appearance. Heidegger's writings on
the German poet Friedrich Hoélderlin have also been influential,
for instance on the literary critic Paul de Man: see de Man
(1983). For commentary on Heidegger, see Kockelmans (1985),
Harries and Jamme (1994), and Young (2001). Among those
influenced by Heidegger are Hans-Georg Gadamer, in Gadamer
(1975, 1986), and Jacques Derrida, in Derrida (1979). For an
alternative to Heidegger's approach to Holderlin, see Henrich
(1997).
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3 Aesthetic Realism 1

Nick Zangwill

Abstract: Aesthetic Realism — The Problem for Non-Realism —
Hume's Attempted Solution — Assessment of Hume's Solution —
Non-Humean Attempts to Capture Normativity for the Non-
Realist — The Dialectical Situation

Keywords: aesthetic, dialectic

In this chapter | shall consider the nature of our aesthetic
thought and experience. | will not tackle head-on the issue of
whether or not we should think that reality includes mind-
independent aesthetic properties and thus mind-independent
aesthetic states of affairs in which objects or events possess
mind-independent aesthetic properties. However, thinking about
the nature of our aesthetic thought and experience unavoidably
involves us in thinking about the metaphysics that we are
committed to in our aesthetic thought and experience. The issue
iIs whether or not aesthetic thought and experience is ‘realist’, in
the sense that we represent aesthetic properties and states of
affairs in such thoughts and experiences. If so, ‘common sense’
or ‘folk aesthetics’ has metaphysically dirty hands, though
whether or not this common-sense metaphysics is true is another



matter. In contrast with realists, there are ‘non-realists’, who
deny that ordinary aesthetic thought and experience have such
metaphysical commitments.

1. Aesthetic Realism
Let us first focus on the realist view of aesthetic thought and
experience. We can reasonably neutrally say that the judgement

of taste, that is, the judgement of
end p.63
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beauty or aesthetic merit, is based on a particular sort of
pleasure: aesthetic pleasure. The question is: what makes a
pleasure an aesthetic pleasure?
It might be suggested that what is distinctive of a realist view of
aesthetic pleasure is that such pleasure has a distinctively
aesthetic content. But | think that we need to be careful here.
The realist will say that, in aesthetic pleasure, we represent
objects or events as possessing aesthetic properties. And the
realist will also say that, unlike judgements about the niceness
and nastiness of food, aesthetic judgements are based on a
pleasure, the content of which is ineliminably aesthetic, in the
sense that its content deploys distinctively aesthetic concepts.
This enables the realist to capture two very important contrasts,
which we find in the first ‘moment’ of Kant's Critique of Judgment
(Kant 1928). First, aesthetic pleasure is unlike what we might
think of as sensuous pleasure, which has no content at all—for
example the pleasure | feel on taking a warm bath on a cold
night. (See Korsmeyer 1999 for an interesting discussion of this
traditional low assessment of bodily pleasures in aesthetics.)
Second, aesthetic pleasures are unlike ‘interested’ pleasures,
which have non-aesthetic content—for example pleasure in
winning a lottery or pleasure in the morally good. The appeal to
aesthetic content thus succeeds in distinguishing aesthetic
pleasure from pleasure that has no content at all and from
pleasure that has non-aesthetic contents. However, although it is
true that the realist must say at least that, it may not be
something that is distinctive of the realist approach. This is
because we have not yet given a realist account of the nature of



aesthetic contents and concepts. We should not assume without
argument that the existence of aesthetic contents and concepts
implies a realist account of aesthetic pleasure. For it may be that
a non-realist can construct aesthetic contents and concepts
without realistic representational content. (Compare Simon
Blackburn's quasi-realist project in moral philosophy: Blackburn
1984, 1993, 1998.) A non-realist who constructs aesthetic
contents and concepts could also capture the contrast between
aesthetic pleasure and non-intentional pleasure (sensuous
pleasure), and between aesthetic pleasure and pleasure that has
non-aesthetic contents (such as prudential and moral pleasure).
So appealing to aesthetic contents and concepts may not suffice
to characterize aesthetic realism.

How then should we characterize aesthetic realism? Widening the
focus from aesthetic pleasure to aesthetic experience more
generally, a realist might say that aesthetic experience is
experience that is endowed with aesthetic representational
content. This means that our aesthetic experience represents
aesthetic states of affairs, situations, or facts. This, in turn,
means that in aesthetic experience the world is represented as
possessing genuine aesthetic properties. Such experiences
ground or rationally cause our aesthetic judgements, which also
have such realistic representational content. For example, on a
realist view of music, the content of our experience of music is
the representation of a musical state of affairs. This means that
we represent sounds as having certain musical properties, such
as passion, poignancy, anger, elegance, beauty, and so on. So

the realist has an easy answer to
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the question of what it is to appreciate or understand music. It is,
first, to experience sounds as possessing the aesthetic properties
that they do in fact possess, and second, to judge that the
sounds possess those properties. If for example the melody is
passionate, then we appreciate and understand it if and only if
we experience it as passionate and because of this come to judge
that it is passionate.
I am inclined to stipulate that a realist thinks that the aesthetic



properties we represent are mind-independent, although I don't
think that much hangs on this stipulation. The simplest mind-
dependent view would say that the aesthetic properties of things
depend on our actual reactions to them. More complex mind-
dependent views would say that the aesthetic properties of
things depend on our disposition to react to them or on their
disposition to cause us to react to them. Such dispositional views
are often compared to ‘secondary quality’ views of colours.
However, the discussion of dispositional theories can be rather
messy, both in moral philosophy and in aesthetics. Such views
are sometimes compatible with realism. For example, perhaps
that in virtue of which an object has a disposition to produce an
effect on people is a mindindependent moral or aesthetic
property. Or perhaps that in the object in virtue of which it
warrants the response we are disposed to have is a mind-
independent moral or aesthetic property. And some ‘rigidified’
versions of such views are not committed to the mind-
dependence conditional that, if we had different reactions to
things, then the things would have different aesthetic properties
(Vallentyne 1996). We should thus be wary of classifying
dispositional views as realistic or non-realistic. What we can say
Is that there are broadly three views of aesthetic experience: we
represent aesthetic properties and they are mind-independent;
we represent aesthetic properties and they are mind-dependent;
and we do not represent aesthetic properties. It doesn't much
matter if we label some mind-dependent view ‘realist’ or ‘non-
realist’.

Philosophers often cast the realism issue in moral philosophy in
terms of an opposition between ‘cognitivism’ and ‘non-
cognitivism’. | think that this is a mistake and that it confuses the
issue, which is about the contents of both beliefs and desires. |
have been careful to cast the issue about aesthetic thought as
one about representational content. | did not say that it is the
type of propositional attitude that marks the crucial difference
between realist and non-realist conceptions of our thought. It is
thus easy to see that it would be a mistake to think that the
experiential nature of aesthetics, which virtually everyone agrees
on, favours a non-realist view of aesthetic judgements and
experience. This is because everything depends on what we say
about the content of aesthetic experience in general, and of
aesthetic pleasure in particular. There can be competing realist



and non-realist conceptions of aesthetic experience. This is one
reason why it is a mistake to see the realism/non-realism debate
as a matter of cognitivism versus non-cognitivism. For pleasure
IS @ non-cognitive state. Yet there can be realistic and non-
realistic conceptions of both cognitive and non-cognitive states.
(Some philosophers appeal to something they call ‘non-

conceptual content’, which they think can be found in
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aesthetic experiences (DeBellis 1995). Unfortunately, the notion
of non-conceptual content has never been satisfactorily
explained; and, in so far as it is intelligible, an aesthetic realist
has special reasons to be suspicious of using it to understand
aesthetic experience. Of course, we may not have words for all
our aesthetic concepts, just as we don't have words for all our
colour concepts. But for a realist, veridical aesthetic experience
deploys aesthetic concepts that pick out mind-independent
aesthetic properties (Zangwill 2001: chapter 10).)
An objection to aesthetic realism would be this: if aesthetic
judgement is a realistic affair, why is it necessary that it be
based on feeling or response? Compare a realist theory of moral
judgements. On such a theory it is plausible that we can and do
have moral beliefs that are not grounded on moral experience. It
is not plausible that we have moral experiential states that
ground moral judgements—although of course moral emotions
may flow in the wake of a moral judgement. For the moral
realist, any moral feelings are rationally caused by our moral
beliefs, not vice versa. Here belief is primary and feeling
derivative or consequential; but in aesthetics, matters are the
other way round.
| don't think that this argument is very persuasive because it
may be that this asymmetry in the direction of rational causation
is one thing that distinguishes morality from aesthetics. And
anyway, we can see that in general there is nothing suspect
about a range of judgements that are grounded on experiences,
since we make judgements about the external world on the basis
of perceptual experience. Perceptual experience is experience
with representational content, and our beliefs about physical



reality are grounded in or rationally caused by such experiences.
A realist view of aesthetics would be analogous in that we judge
on the basis of experience. Of course, in both cases we do not
advance from experience to judgement in any simple manner. In
both cases, there is an element of holism affecting the passage.
Other judgements are brought to bear. | would quickly add that
there are many disanalogies between aesthetic experience and
judgement and perceptual experience and judgement. The
dialectical point is just that there is nothing in general inimical to
realism about judgements that are grounded on experiences.

2. The Problem for Non-Realism

Aesthetic non-realism comes in varieties. In his seminal paper
‘Understanding Music’, Scruton locates what is essential to our
understanding of music in the representational properties of
experience (Scruton 1983; see also Scruton 1997). But he is no
realist, because he thinks that these contents are ordinary non-
musical ones that are not ‘asserted’ or genuinely held to be true.

So, for example, we describe or
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think of sounds in terms of height, weight, motion or emotion,
but none of these literally apply to sounds. Scruton claims that in
judgements about music, the very same concepts are applied as
in non-aesthetic judgements; only they are not used to ascribe
properties, as they are when normally employed. This is what he
calls ‘metaphorical transference’. For at least a significant range
of cases, Scruton denies that there is an autonomous sphere of
distinctively aesthetic concepts. So aesthetic ‘judgements’ are
not really judgements at all, since they are said to be the
deliberate non-assertion of propositions that, if asserted, would
assert ordinary non-aesthetic facts, although usually false ones.
One of the ways that philosophy has improved in the last
generation has been the realization that no metaphysically
interesting theory can be cast merely in terms of linguistic force
or the pragmatics of language. For example, a distinction on the
linguistic level between ‘stating’ and ‘evincing’ needs to be
explained by drawing some distinction at the level of thought.



Considerations of linguistic force can only be the beginning of
theory, not the end. | described Scruton's theory in terms of the
linguistic act of ‘assertion’. But this may be inessential, because
Scruton has a lot to say about the mental states in question. For
Scruton this kind of aesthetic thought about music is said to be
closely related to mental states such as pretending or imagining
that p, when we know all along that p is false; or it is like what
happens when we see ‘aspects’ in things, for example when we
see something as an X. Scruton's theory hinges on these kinds of
mental states. | suspect that ultimately he thinks that this kind of
aesthetic judgement about music is expressive of such
experiences. It should not go unremarked that this kind of
account is rather problematic for predicates such as ‘beautiful’ or
‘graceful’, which have no serious non-aesthetic use, and is more
appropriate to predicates like ‘delicate’ or ‘passionate’, which do
have a serious non-aesthetic use. This is a problem for Scruton,
for if he gives some other account of aesthetic judgements of
beauty and gracefulness he will have a fractured theory. He will
not have a theory of what makes all aesthetic judgements
aesthetic.

Scruton's aspectualist view has its intellectual roots in Kant's
appeal to the harmonious free play of the cognitive faculties of
the imagination and understanding (Kant 1928, § 9 onwards).
Scruton’'s non-realist view contrasts with a view that has its roots
more in Hume's sentimentalism. On such a view, aesthetic
judgements are a matter of having or expressing aesthetic
attitudes or sentiments—perhaps we like some things and dislike
others. This view will have an advantage over Scruton's aspect
theory account in that it will have an easier time with notions
that lack any non-aesthetic application. (In fact, this is
something like the account that Scruton himself gives of these
notions in chapter 10 of Art and Imagination: Scruton 1974.) On
the other hand, this view will find it harder than Scruton's to
explain what is going on in metaphorical descriptions of music.

I shall focus on what | think is the fundamental problem for both
Scruton's aspectualism and Hume's sentimentalism. We must
take realism very seriously because of the normativity that

attaches to aesthetic judgements; for normativity
end p.67

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE



(www.oxfordhandbooks.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2010. All Rights Reserved
encourages realism and discourages non-realism. The first
defining features of aesthetic judgements is their
experientiality—the fact that they are grounded in a subjective
response. The second defining feature of aesthetic judgements is
their normativity—the fact that such judgements can be better or
worse. There are some judgements that we ought to make and
some that we ought not to make. It is not the case that ‘anything
goes’. This thought plays a pivotal role in both Hume's and Kant's
aesthetics. Ordinary aesthetic judgements have a certain
normative aspiration. And the deep Hume/Kant question is: how
is this aspiration possible? The answer seems to be that it is
possible only if our aesthetic judgements and experiences have
realistic representational content. Only then can we understand
how they can succeed and fail.
I mentioned earlier that some philosophers are attracted to the
idea that aesthetic properties are mind-dependent—that they are
some kind of relation between objects and human responses.
However, the trouble with such views, in those forms that do not
collapse into realism, is that the variety of our actual and
possible responses makes the normative aspiration impossible.
Perhaps | respond one way and you respond another to the same
thing. Or perhaps | am disposed to respond one way and you are
disposed to respond another way. Then, on both the simple and
the dispositional mind-dependent theories, we can both be right.
But we will have lost the ordinary idea of correctness. This means
that such accounts cannot be correct as ‘folk aesthetics’, that is,
as an account of our actual aesthetic thought. Hence, mind-
dependent accounts do no better than sentimentalist or
aspectualist theories at respecting the normative aspiration of
aesthetic judgements.
Alan Goldman and John Bender have argued that differences in
taste are irreconcilable, and they think that this favours non-
realism (Goldman 1995; Bender 1996). Well, it may be true that
people who make very different aesthetic judgements cannot be
brought to agree. (The same is true of moral judgements.) Some
people just cannot be persuaded; they cannot be forced, willy-
nilly, to see the error of their ways. But they may be wrong
nonetheless. It is hardly an objection to realism that it opens up
a gap between our judgements and the truth. This is just part of



a realist view (see Nagel 1987). So the Goldman/Bender
objection is questionbegging. We should also note that their
arguments presuppose an answer to the problem | have been
exploring here—of explaining the claim to correctness that is
implicit in ordinary aesthetic judgements, since they begin from
the phenomenon of disagreement in judgement. But such
disagreement makes sense only if both sides in the disagreement
think of themselves as holding the correct judgement and of the
others as holding an incorrect judgement.

The crucial two-word question upon which everything devolves
is: whence normativity? Realism has an easy answer, for the
vices and virtues of judgements and experiences consist in their
corresponding or failing to correspond to the facts or states of
affairs that the judgements and experiences purport to
represent. All sorts of non-realism, on the other hand, have a

serious problem. The realist explanation
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is not available, and it is difficult to see any other. If
understanding music is merely a matter of hearing aspects, as
Scruton says, then why isn't any aspect-experience as good as
any other? If people have different aesthetic responses when
listening to the same sounds, then what can the Humean point to
as that which validates one response and invalidates another?
Why aren't all responses on a par? This is deeply problematic for
anyone who wants to avoid the incredible conclusion that all of
our aesthetic thought and experience is a vast mistake.

3. Hume's Attempted Solution

Hume was very aware of the normative problem for non-realism.
He set about the task of fixing the problem in his essay ‘Of the
Standard of Taste’ (Hume 1985).

Hume points out that we think that not all judgements of taste
are correct (Hume 1985: 230-1). We can get things wrong. Not
all judgements are equally appropriate. Hume's problem is to
explain this normativity given his sentimentalist framework. On a
cognitivist view, by contrast, according to which we cognize a
genuine quality of beauty in things, normativity would be easily



explained. We get it wrong if the world is not like that. But if
aesthetic judgements are simply expressive of felt pleasures or
displeasures, why should any judgement not be as good as any
other? This is the problem that Hume sets himself.

Hume has some extremely clever suggestions as to how the non-
realist can construct normativity. His underlying idea is that the
idea of correctness in judgement is subordinate to that of an
excellent critic, so that the correct judgement is that which an
excellent critic would make. Given this underlying idea, Hume
goes on to characterize virtues and vices in sensibilities in a way
that, at least on the face of it, does not refer to whether or not
such sensibilities produce the correct judgements.

Hume seeks to use the figure of the excellent critic to explain the
normative aspirations of our judgements of taste. So we need to
consider how convincing Hume's various suggestions are
concerning what makes for an excellent critic. Here is the
passage in which he sums up his various suggestions after
having described each one in detail:

When the critic has no delicacy, he judges without any
distinction, and is only affected by the grosser and more palpable
qualities of the object: The finer touches pass unnoticed and
disregarded. Where he is not aided by practice, his verdict is
attended with confusion and hesitation. Where no comparison
has been employed, the most frivolous beauties, such as rather
merit the name of defects, are the objects of his admiration.
Where he lies under the influence of prejudice, all his natural
sentiments are perverted. Where good sense is wanting, he is
not qualified to discern the beauties of design and reasoning
which are the highest and most excellent.

Under some or other of these imperfections, the generality of
men labor; and hence a true judge is observed, even during the

most polished ages, to be so rare a character: Strong
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sense, united to delicate sentiment, improved by practice,
perfected by comparison, and cleared of all prejudice, can alone
entitle critics to this admirable character; and the joint verdict of
such, wherever they are to be found, is the true standard of taste



and beauty. (Hume 1985: 241)

Let us separate out the five marks of an excellent critic that are
offered in this passage. (a) There is the ‘delicacy’ of taste, which
Hume has earlier illustrated with the winetasting example from
Don Quixote (Hume 1985: 234—7). Our experience, and the
judgement we base upon it, can be more or less fine-grained in
discrimination. (b) We need practice in judgement. It is good to
have a well exercised sensibility (see also Hume 1985: 237-8).
(c) A broad experience is important, for it gives us the scope to
make useful comparisons. Inexperience leads to crude and naive
judgement (see also Hume 1985: 238). (d) Prejudice should be
avoided. We must remove obstructions to true appreciation, such
as any jealousy or affection we might feel for the author; and we
must not blindly follow fashion (see also Hume 1985: 239-40).
(e) We need what Hume calls ‘good sense’, which is the
operation of our normal cognitive faculties. We need good sense
for many purposes: to keep our prejudices in check; to
understand and compare the parts of a work; to assess a work in
respect of its purposes; to understand and assess the plot and
characters of a work of literature, and, more generally, to
understand the representational features of works of art (Hume
1985: 240-1). (f) In addition, Hume mentions in passing another
possible source of defective judgement, which does not seem to
fit into any of the previous five categories:

A perfect serenity of mind, a recollection of thought, a due
attention to the object; if any of these be wanting, our
experiment will be fallacious, and we will be unable to judge of
the catholic and universal beauty. (Hume 1985: 232-3)

That is, we must be in the right mood and paying attention.
These six features are supposed to tell us what an excellent critic
would be like. The figure of the excellent critic is Hume's solution
to the normative problem for non-realism, since a judgement is
correct if it is one that would be made by the excellent critic.

4. Assessment of Hume's Solution

This is an interesting proposal. But does it work? | will cast doubt
on Hume's account of the excellent critic by employing the device
of appealing to a comparison of judgements of beauty and
ugliness with judgements of niceness and nastiness as applied to

food and drink. The latter contrast with judgements of beauty
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and ugliness in an important respect. Like judgements of beauty
and ugliness, judgements of niceness and nastiness are based on
the sentiments of pleasure and displeasure. But they lack the
normative aspirations of judgements of beauty and ugliness.
(Kant makes a similar contrast when he says that judgements of
the niceness of Canary wine lack ‘universal voice’: Kant 1928: 88
1-5.) As far as judgements of niceness and nastiness are
concerned, anything goes. If you do not like smoked salmon, you
are not lacking in judgement in the way that you are if you do
not appreciate the beauty of the Alhambra. To think that there is
an equality of niceness between smoked salmon and baked
beans is not like thinking that there is ‘an equality of genius
between OGILBY and MILTON, or BUNYAN and ADDISON’ (Hume
1985: 230-1). People might sometimes say that others are
wrong to like certain food or drink, but, in contrast with the
aesthetic case, this is not something that they insist on for long
when faced with those with radically different likes and dislikes.
The normative claim of aesthetic judgements has a certain
robustness in the face of radically different judgements.
The six sources of failings in a critic's reactions to which Hume
appeals divide into internal and external sources. | shall begin
with internal sources.
The first of these sources is the delicacy of taste, or what has
been called ‘fineness of discrimination’. It is not too difficult to
show that this is not successful by itself. Hume hopes that the
appeal to delicacy or fineness of discrimination will give him a
way of assessing aesthetic sensibilities as better or worse, in the
same way that it apparently gives us a way of assessing our
sensory capacities. Hume again draws attention to the analogy of
aesthetic judgements with our judgements about secondary
qualities, such as colour. But, although there are certainly some
minimal normative constraints in our secondary quality thought,
it is doubtful whether they are as robust as those operating in
our aesthetic judgements. And delicacy or fineness of
discrimination illustrates this. Fineness of discrimination can
certainly provide normativity to some extent. We need our
sensory experiences in order to get around in the physical world.



Fine-grained experiences are good for this, since the more finely
we discriminate among secondary qualities, the finer, subtler,
and more accurate will be our judgements of physical qualities.
So we will be more successful in practical terms; we will do
better at evading hungry bears, or at detecting whether there is
metal or leather in a hogshead of wine. In this respect, and to
this extent, we can certainly assess sensory capacities as better
or worse. However, as Michael Tanner and Colin McGinn pointed
out, this does not generate the kind of robust normative claim
that we need in aesthetics or morality (Tanner 1968; McGinn
1982). Consider those who have an inverted spectrum, or
Martians who see green where we see red. They make
judgements of secondary qualities that are as fine-grained as
those made by someone with a normal spectrum. But since each
is equally fine-grained, there are no grounds for preferring one
above the other on the score of fine-grainedness. Each sensory
capacity is equally good for evading hungry bears. But we must

be able to rank one above the other if there is to be even
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a remotely plausible analogy with aesthetics or morality,
because, where two sets of aesthetic or moral judgements collide
like this, we need to be able to say that they cannot both be
right. The normativity we seek in aesthetics or morality requires
at least that. So fine-grainedness, by itself, cannot give us the
robust kind of normativity that we require in aesthetics or
morality. Fineness of discrimination may be a virtue in a
sensibility, but it is not a sufficient basis from which to construct
the idea of correctness that Hume requires, since it fails to
adjudicate between radically divergent and yet equally delicate
sensibilities.
Hume's second internal source is practice in judgement. He
writes:
When [the critic] is not aided by practice, his verdict is attended
with confusion and hesitation. (Hume 1985: 241)
Can this help? It seems not. | might be well practised in judging
the exquisite culinary delights of smoked salmon. But we do not
expect my judgements about this subject to improve, in the



sense that there is an increase in the frequency with which my
judgements are correct. What needs explaining is why we might
expect this in the aesthetic case, but not for judgements about
the niceness of smoked salmon. On a cognitivist view, according
to which we are sensitive to independently existing aesthetic
qualities, we could understand why practice would improve
judgement. For it would improve our sensitivity to the
independently existing aesthetic qualities. But it is difficult to see
why being well exercised should be a virtue in a Humean
sensibility. The appeal to practice in judgement cannot, by itself,
bear much weight.

For the same reason, Hume's idea that we need a broad range of
experience is probably true, but it is not clear how it is relevant.
We do indeed need access to an adequate and varied basis on
which to make aesthetic judgements. But why should that mean
that our reactions improve with time? Hume makes the point that
judgements of beauty are comparative (Hume 1985: 238-9),
and that inferior objects can arouse inappropriate reactions if we
are not acquainted with superior ones. This is all true. But it
assumes that wider experience leads to more appropriate
judgements of relative value: it does not explain it. So it does not
help to construct normativity. The problem is to explain why a
broad experience makes us judge better.

Hume's most interesting idea, | think, is his appeal to prejudice.
This is an ‘external’ rather than an ‘internal’ failing in a
sensibility. We must abstract from, or take account of, the
character and opinions of the author and intended audience. And
the critic's personal connection with the author—such as
friendship or enmity—should be discounted. The idea comes
close to Kant's more complex idea of disinterestedness. Hume
writes:

When any work is addressed to the public, | must... consider
myself as a man in general, [and] forget, if possible, my
individual being and peculiar circumstances. (Hume 1985: 239)
However, surely prejudice is only a matter of the warping or
‘perverting’ (Hume 1935: 239) of the taste function from
outside; it does not concern what can go wrong with the taste
function itself. How can the invasion of alien impurities suffice to

account
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for aesthetic error? To be sure, such invasion is a part of
aesthetic life, and it is something a cognitivist also needs to note.
But does Hume think that if our judgements were pure and
uncorrupted, correct judgements would always be forthcoming,
given that our sensibilities were well exercised, broadly
experienced and finely discriminating? Surely, uncorrupted but
healthy sensibilities might still produce incorrect judgements.
Furthermore, one can also be prejudiced in one's judgements
about niceness and nastiness. One might be put off certain food
and drink because of the way certain people talk about it in an
irritating holier-than-thou manner. And a meat pie might not
taste quite the same when one finds out that it is made from
one's pet dog. (Recall the ill-fated kings whom the ancient
dramatists portray discovering that they are eating their own
children.) There is a sense in which one ought to taste the food
for what it is. One ought to be unprejudiced in one's culinary
judgements. Still, such judgements lack the robust normativity
we seek. So the appeal to prejudice alone cannot do the work
Hume requires.
One external source of error might be thought to lie in our
ordinary cognitive understanding of the thing to which we
respond with pleasure or displeasure. This is part of the idea of
Hume's appeal to the ‘good sense’ that is involved in
understanding works of art. Now, our aesthetic sensibility is the
function from non-aesthetic input—whether physical, sensory or
semantic—to sentiments, and then from these sentiments to
judgements. So, although we need our cognitive faculties, as
Hume rightly points out, a critique of our ordinary cognitive
faculties cannot do justice to our intuitive idea of aesthetic
fallibility; for perfect knowledge of the physical, sensory, or
semantic properties about which we make judgements is
compatible with widely divergent sentimental responses to the
same cognitive input. So appealing to the ‘good sense’ that is
involved in understanding works of art seems ineffective by itself.
Lastly, another external source of error is Hume's idea that we
must be in the right mood if we are to judge of beauty and
deformity. However, this is also necessary for fully appreciating
the deliciousness of smoked salmon. We enjoy it more when we



are relaxed and paying attention, rather than when we are
preoccupied with something else. But such judgements of
niceness and nastiness lack the normativity that is characteristic
of aesthetic judgements.

The trouble, in short, is that all of the virtues and vices that
Hume cites apply equally to our capacity to experience pleasure
in food and drink. As far as food and drink goes, we can be more
or less finely discriminating, more or less well practised, more or
less widely experienced, more or less prejudiced, and more or
less possessed of good sense, and in better or worse moods. The
virtues and vices of a sensibility that Hume specifies could have
been those of a connoisseur of food and drink. So it seems
dubious whether any of these virtues can do the job of explaining
normativity in the case of the sensibility whose products are
judgements of beauty and ugliness. For judgements of the
niceness and nastiness of food and drink do not make the same
claim to correctness as do judgements of beauty and ugliness.
(Maybe they make some such claim, but certainly nothing as
robust as those that judgements of beauty and ugliness make.)
Hume's virtues and vices are consistent with a range of

judgements that do not have
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the normative aspirations of judgements of beauty and ugliness.
Therefore, these virtues and vices do not suffice to construct that
normativity in the case of judgements of beauty and ugliness.
The comparison with judgements of niceness and nastiness
serves to remind us of exactly how much still needs to be
achieved for judgements of beauty and ugliness. Hume's appeal
to the figure of the excellent critic is subtle and imaginative, but
it cannot do the job that Hume wants. So Hume fails to rescue
normativity for the non-realist.

5. Non-Humean Attempts to Capture

Normativity for the Non-Realist

In moral philosophy, Simon Blackburn has attempted to defend a
Humean sentimentalist view. And he is inspired by the overall
strategy adopted in Hume's essay on taste. But Blackburn has



proposed certain subtle ideas that are not to be found in Hume
(Blackburn 1984, 1993, 1998). Maybe these can help us in
aesthetics.

One of Blackburn's suggestions is that normativity might be
captured for a Humean view by appealing to the possibility that
we may take a moral attitude to our moral sensibilities. So our
moral sensibilities can be assessed, and can be found wanting,
from the perspective of our own moral attitudes. But this idea
cannot be transposed to aesthetics, for it does not seem likely
that we could find some aesthetic sensibilities more pleasing than
others, or that we could perceive aspects in them. Psychological
states are not the right sort of thing themselves to be the object
of aesthetic experiences or aspect experiences. So we cannot
critically turn our aesthetic reactions on themselves. By contrast,
there is nothing straightforwardly incoherent about morally
disapproving of a moral sensibility.

Another of Blackburn's ideas is that the idea of moral mind-
independence is itself a moral principle. But the idea that the
principle of aesthetic normativity—that there are correct and
incorrect aesthetic judgements and attitudes—could itself be read
as an aesthetic commitment is bizarre. We might be aesthetically
moved to find deer dainty or aardvarks ugly. But we surely
cannot be aesthetically moved by the idea that whether deer are
dainty or aardvarks ugly does not depend on what | think. And in
endorsing such negated counterfactuals, we are surely not
expressing our delight in sensibilities that do not infer a thing's
aesthetic qualities from beliefs about their own attitudes. For,
again, mental states are the wrong kind of things to be the
object of aesthetic appreciation or gestalt experiences. Of course,
those mental states might be realized in brain states, which have
aesthetic properties. But those brain states are probably similar—
aesthetically—to those of someone with the opposite mental

states.
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A third idea in Blackburn is that moral judgements have
normative aspirations because only if they do will it serve our
‘needs and purposes’. How might this fare when transposed to



aesthetics? Might a certain kind of aesthetic sensibility aid some
project quite distinct from our aesthetic lives? The idea would be
that we have normative aspirations in our aesthetic thought
because such thought serves certain needs and purposes. So the
assessment of our aesthetic lives would take place from a
perspective outside of it. This would avoid the problem besetting
the other two techniques, since they sought a justification from
within aesthetic thought.

We should not rule out this idea at the outset because of Kant's
idea that aesthetic pleasure is ‘disinterested’—that is, very
roughly, the idea that our pleasure in a thing is not based on an
awareness of the thing's relationship to our desires, purposes,
and needs. Disinterestedness is a feature of aesthetic thought
that all sides should agree on, for it is arguably implied by the
normative claim of aesthetic judgements; for, if aesthetic
pleasure or the judgement on which it is grounded were based on
a desire or need, then, as Kant says, it would be ‘very partial’
(Kant 1928: 43). Aesthetic correctness would become relative to
whether a person happened to possess some desire, and with
that the normative aspiration would be lost. The non-realist
hopes to appeal to our needs and purposes in order to explain
why it is worthwhile for us to engage in a form of thought that
involves disinterested pleasure. The hope is to explain the
existence, possibility and legitimacy of judgements based on
disinterested pleasure.

However, what is obscure is exactly what might be the needs or
purposes that our aesthetic life allegedly serves. We need to
know more about these needs and purposes before we can think
about using them to explain aesthetic normativity. Compare
humour. A comedian may have a purpose in thinking in terms of
humour. He wants to evoke laughter. Nevertheless, we do not
think that our judgements of humour are correct and those of
others incorrect, not at least in the same robust way that we
think that aesthetic judgements can be correct or incorrect.
Judgements of humour are like judgements of the niceness and
nastiness of food in their lack of robust normative aspirations.
Humour may also have a psychological function, in the sense in
which children's imaginative play is often said to have a function.
Humour is also important to us because a person's sense of
humour tells us a great deal about their personality and values.
But for all that, we do not take humour seriously, in the sense of



operating with a robust notion of correctness and incorrectness
for judgements of humourousness.

One suggestion might be that, just as it is often said that
moralizing makes things go well in our day-to-day affairs,
because we cooperate, so aestheticizing helps things to go well in
our leisure hours. Poetry may give more pleasure than pushpin,
and Shakespeare's poetry more than that of an inferior poet.
However, this appeal to hedonism is too crude. For the inferior
poet may in fact give more pleasure than Shakespeare. Aesthetic
normativity concerns what pleasures we ought to have. So

quantitative hedonistic purposes cannot help us here.
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We are, then, short of an account of the needs and purposes that
aestheticizing allegedly serves. Perhaps this is what we should
have expected all along, since surely we can take our aesthetic
thought and its normativity seriously only if we think of it as an
end in itself. But an interesting variant of this idea would be that
the external source to which our aesthetic sensibilities are
compared is morality itself. Maybe the underlying needs and
purposes of aesthetic thought are moral needs and purposes. The
idea would be that some aesthetic sensibilities, or particular
aesthetic reactions, are morally preferable to others (see e.g.
Scruton 1974: final chapter; Elliot 1968). This may fare better
than taking the external source to be ordinary needs and
purposes, which rendered the normative claim problematic. The
normativity of aesthetics would derive from an external source,
and would be secure provided that there are correct and
incorrect moral judgements about the value of aesthetic
experiences or sensibilities. We could then bracket off the
aspirations of moral judgement for separate treatment. This
would be to rest the legitimacy of one faculty on the legitimacy of
another, on which we assume we can rely. If by some means it
can be shown that moral judgements make legitimate claim to
correctness, then maybe there can be moral assessment of
aesthetic sensibilities. This certainly seems a coherent idea.
Surely G. E. Moore was right to think that aesthetic experience is
morally valuable (Moore 1903: final chapter), although this is a



firstorder moral view, and one it is possible to reject. But if
aesthetic experience is in general morally good, then it seems
likely that different aesthetic sensibilities can differ in respect of
how much moral value they possess. And if that is so, then
maybe we can say that some aesthetic judgements are better
than others.

While attractive, this idea is not as straightforward as it initially
appears. There are two main difficulties. First, we are in danger
of eliminating the aesthetic in favour of the moral, rather than
accounting for the aesthetic in terms of the moral. It may be true
that the quality of life of someone who gains pleasure from the
inferior poet differs significantly from that of someone who
appreciates Shakespeare. But if we want to use that to explain
why we ought to judge that Shakespeare is better than the
inferior poet, then it seems that we will have explained the
‘ought’ that our judgements of taste carry with them as a
disguised moral obligation to have a certain experience in so far
as this is possible. This seems unsatisfactory, because we will not
have demonstrated the distinctively aesthetic normativity of
judgements of taste. The danger remains even if we widen the
theory so that it is our capacity to have a range of experiences
that is morally evaluated. It is plausible that at some point moral
and aesthetic value must be brought together; however, to try to
do so too crudely may not bring them together but rather may
eliminate one in favour of the other.

The second problem with the moral approach is more decisive. It
is not obvious why we would think that aesthetic experience is
morally valuable unless we already credited it with normative
aspirations. The moral value of our aesthetic thought would be
mysterious without the normativity that inheres in it. Aesthetic
experience is morally valuable not just because of the pleasure it

involves, but because of the
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specific nature of that pleasure. But the most important
peculiarity of aesthetic pleasure is that it licenses judgements
that lay claim to correctness. After all, it is common to object to
simple hedonistic forms of utilitarianism that they are implausibly



indiscriminate about the intentional objects of the pleasures to
which they appeal. Surely sadistic pleasures are not good just in
so far as they are pleasures. The contents of pleasures matters
morally. Similarly, if aesthetic pleasures are to matter morally, it
cannot be just because they are pleasures, but because of the
specific sort of pleasures they are. As we have seen, normativity
is essential to aesthetic pleasure. Thus, we can make sense of
the moral value of aesthetic pleasure only if we assume this
normativity. So we cannot use morality to explain normativity in
aesthetics.

The problem is that it is very difficult to understand exactly why
aesthetic experience might be thought to be morally valuable.
We need more of an idea of the way that our aesthetic sensibility
is morally significant. Compare humour. Humour is enormously
important—but it is morally important for that of which it is
symptomatic. A sense of humour reveals that which is of central
moral importance—a person's character and values, yet, for all
that, our thought about humour does not have robust normative
aspirations. Aesthetics must be important in a different way from
humour if the appeal to morality is to help. Once we look at the
details, the non-realist strategy of appealing to the moral
assessment of our aesthetic reactions is less helpful than it
initially appears. We remain short of a non-realist account of the
source of aesthetic normativity.

Another possible external source of aesthetic normativity would
be our ordinary cognition of the world. Just as we tried to show
how some aesthetic reactions might be better than others from
the point of view of morality, so perhaps it could be argued that
some aesthetic reactions might be better than others from the
point of view of knowledge; this was Kant's own solution to the
normative problem. Kant has much to teach us about the deep
psychology of the judgement of taste (Kant 1928). There is much
in what he says about disinterestedness, and about many other
matters. However, Kant also has a positive account of aesthetic
judgements. Like Hume's account, Kant's is non-realist. And like
Hume's account, Kant's involves a projective element. (Kant
writes: ‘We speak of beauty as if it were a property of things’:
Kant 1928: 52.) Kant's view, however, is not sentimentalist,
since for Kant pleasure in the beautiful is, or is intimately bound
up with, the free play of our cognitive faculties (Kant 1928: §§
35-9). The cognitive faculties are normally deployed in the



acquisition of knowledge. But in the judgement of taste, they
are, as it were, on holiday, not engaged in their regular business.
Presumably our cognitive faculties include many things besides
knowledge or belief. For example, entertaining thoughts is
cognitive, but it is not a matter of knowledge or belief. And
imagination is similar. However, | am sceptical about whether
this account has the resources to provide for the ‘universal
validity’ of judgements of taste. For why should this free play of
the cognitive faculties be constrained to play freely in one way
rather than another? In my view, there is nothing in the Critique

of Judgment to answer this
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fundamental question. And if so, Kant's view is in the same boat
as Hume's: namely, it is a view that eschews realism, but fails to
be able to capture the normative aspirations of aesthetic
judgements. Only full-blooded realism, it seems, can do justice to
them.

6. The Dialectical Situation

Hume puts the overriding difficulty for non-realism nicely when
he says that he seeks to provide his sentimentalist non-realist
with a way of avoiding the conclusion that

A thousand different sentiments, excited by the same object, are
all right: Because no sentiment represents what is really in the
object. (Hume 1985: 230)

For the realist, by contrast, accounting for normativity is as easy
as falling off a log. The source of normativity lies in conformity to
aesthetic fact. Competing aesthetic judgements and experiences
match or fail to match aesthetic reality; and this is what makes
one judgement better, or more correct, than another. In Hume's
language, aesthetic judgements ‘represent what is really in the
object’. The realist has an easy explanation of the robust
normative nature of aesthetic truth. The non-realist, by contrast,
has a severe problem; for, if making aesthetic judgements is just
a matter of having attitudes or aspect experiences, then why
isn't any attitude or aspect experience as good as any other?
Both realism and non-realism are on a par as far as the



experiential aspect of aesthetics is concerned. But when it comes
to explaining the normativity of aesthetic judgements, the realist
is ahead. Realism and non-realism are equal as far as the first
defining feature of aesthetic judgements goes, but they are not
equal as regards the second. Thus, overall, realism better
explains the nature of our aesthetic thought.

I have not considered the credentials of realism in great depth.
Perhaps realism is objectionable on metaphysical or
epistemological grounds. But, however things may be with
realism, things are not well with non-realism. The net result of
our investigation here is that a realist view of aesthetic
judgement is on balance more attractive than a non-realist view
when it comes to explaining normativity. For, by contrast with
the realist, the non-realist lacks an adequate account of the
normative aspirations of our aesthetic judgements. This mode of
argument is inductive. We have looked at only a few non-realist
strategies. Perhaps there are others that can do better. The
strategies we have looked at do not deliver what they promise;
and if we cannot think of any alternative strategies, the
prospects for non-realism look gloomy. However, in spite of what
| have argued, perhaps normativity can after all be constructed

on a non-realist basis. If so, there could be an answer to the
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Hume/Kant question of how a judgement of taste is possible,
that is, of how judgement is possible which has subjective
grounds and normative aspirations. However, until the non-
realist comes up with something, realists have reason to feel
confident. It is clear where the onus of proof lies.
I conclude that folk aesthetics is thus realist. Whether or not the
tacit folk metaphysical commitment to aesthetic facts or states of
affairs is justified is another matter, but our aesthetic
judgements presuppose that metaphysics. What is not an option
is holding some non-realist view, be it Humean, Kantian, or
dispositional, while thinking we can unproblematically retain our
ordinary practice of making aesthetic judgements.
See also: Aesthetic Realism 2; Beauty; Aesthetic Experience;
Value in Art.
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1. Introductory Caution

There is a contemporary debate over aesthetic property realism
as robust as that in ethical theory over the status of moral
properties. This may seem peculiar. What worse candidate could
there be for a ‘real’ property? Many aesthetic properties have, or
are claimed to have, higher-order features that problematize a
realistic attitude towards them.

Aesthetic properties, or at least many of them, are: (a) not
purely descriptive, (b) metaphorical, (c) partly evaluative, (d)
often abstract, (e) allegedly ‘cultural’, (/) seemingly about
subjective and sometimes affective reactions, (g) dispositional,
(h) relative to our canons of taste, (i) rhetorical in their function,
and (J) in no obvious or rule-governed way susceptible to
verification. What more daunting, seemingly hopeless task to set
an ontologist than to argue realism for a class of properties with
such features! Any one of these characteristics, it might be
suggested, should weaken the knees of the staunchest realist.
Perhaps understandably, the aesthetic discussion, driven more by
certain epistemological concerns, shies away from the most
fundamental ontological questions, such as ‘Can we be realists
about abstract properties; about metaphorical properties; about
“secondary” properties?’ Thus, to a large extent these very basic



iIssues remain unresolved, and their resolution may have an

impact on the particular
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debate over aesthetic property realism. Perhaps it is felt that,
since there is nothing parochially aesthetic about these ultimate
questions, they remain in the metaphysician's, not the
aesthetician's, province. But this discussion of aesthetic realism
begins with the caution that the relevance of the sidelined basic
ontological issues should not be wholly ignored.

2. Aesthetic and Non-aesthetic

Aesthetic property realism would seem to be committed to at
least some version of the following two claims: (a) there is a
distinctive category of predications or attributions used in
describing art works and other objects of our aesthetic attention;
and (b) it is correct to construe these attributions as asserting
that certain aesthetic properties exist and are objectively true of
art works and other objects.

Although anti-realist challenges have focused mainly on
deconstructing (b), there has also been considerable scepticism
over (a), i.e. over the very concept of aesthetic properties. The
distinction between the aesthetic and the non-aesthetic is one of
those distinctions that has strong intuitive credibility but yields
grudgingly to philosophical analysis. Ted Cohen (1973) has
argued that the distinction does nothing, and that for every
purportedly aesthetic term it is possible to find applications that
require no particularly aesthetic aptitude. According to Roger
Scruton, the failure of the theory of aesthetic perception (and
therefore the failure of aesthetic realism) can be traced to that
theory's ‘creating too sharp a divorce between the aesthetic and
non-aesthetic use of terms’ (Scruton 1982: 41). Marcia Eaton
(1994) has recently denied any ontological distinction between
aesthetic and non-aesthetic properties, claiming that any physical
property (e.g. being yellow) can also be an aesthetic property,
provided only that it is an intrinsic property of an object (i.e. is
verifiable by direct inspection of the object) and is culturally
identified as a property worthy of attention. It will be prudent,



then, to attempt to characterize the category ‘aesthetic property’
before progressing to the debate over realism.

Notice first that the putative category is a very mixed bag, and
this may well be the source of scepticism about the aesthetic.
Even if we start with our perhaps illjustified conviction that we
have a reasonably clear grasp of what is not aesthetic, viz. purely
descriptive attributions of formal or structural features that can
be perceived or comprehended and agreed to by normal
percipients confronting a given artwork, the complementary
category remains extremely diverse.

Goran Hermeren (1988a,b) has done aestheticians the service of
organizing aesthetic attributions into five types. He distinguishes:
emotion qualities (‘sad’), behaviour qualities (‘restrained’),
Gestalt qualities (‘unified’), taste qualities (‘garish’,
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‘beautiful’), and reaction qualities (‘moving’). Alan Goldman goes
further and offers eight categories (Goldman 1995: chapter 2;
1992): pure value properties (‘beautiful’), emotion properties
(‘sad’), formal properties (‘balanced’), behavioural properties
(‘daring’), evocative properties (‘stirring’), representational
properties (‘realistic’), second-order perceptual properties
(‘vivid’), and historically related properties (‘original’). Do these
various properties have a common characteristic or a shared
function in virtue of which aesthetic properties constitute a kind?
Frank Sibley (1959) suggested that more than common
perceptual ability is involved in the attribution of these
properties, and that an exercise of taste is essential in every
case. But this answer is vulnerable to a charge of circularity,
since taste seems to be nothing but a sensitivity to the aesthetic
properties of an object. Monroe Beardsley (1973) proposed that
aesthetic qualities are ‘regional qualities’ (features of complexes
or regions of an artwork that emerge from more basic qualities of
its parts) and may all be *human qualities’, i.e. qualities similar to
those true of persons, including their intentional states,
demeanour, and behaviour. But it is unclear that all formal and
second-order perceptual qualities are grounded in an analogy to
human qualities.



Perhaps more promising is another of Beardsley's proposals,
which has received support from a number of other writers
(Zangwill 1995; Goldman 1995). Beardsley (1973) suggests that
all aesthetic qualities are intimately connected to normative
critical jJudgements. More precisely, most aesthetic qualities are
‘value-grounding qualities’, qualities that can be cited
independently as reasons supporting a critical evaluation. (Some
aesthetic predicates may be purely value-designating rather than
value-grounding, Beardsley admits.) Hence we might say that
aesthetic attributions function either to offer critical evaluations
of an artwork or to offer the reasons supporting those
evaluations. Alan Goldman states this position succinctly: ‘we
may accept as our basic criterion for identifying aesthetic
properties that they are those that ground or instantiate in their
relations to us or other properties those values of artworks that
make them worth contemplating’ (Goldman 1995: 21).

This view defines aesthetic properties in terms of aesthetic value,
and there may be doubts about whether this gets things
backwards. An account of aesthetic value cannot, then, assume
that we know which properties are aesthetic. Nevertheless, this
position has merit. We value art because it is the source of
rewarding experiences of a perceptual, cognitive, and/or affective
nature. Art works engage our senses, imagination, thoughts,
reactions and emotions; and they do this, to a large extent,
through various broadly semantic or symbolic functions including
referring, representing, depicting, exemplifying properties,
expressing emotions, embodying or constituting metaphors,
symbolizing objects or states of affairs, and so forth. For the
most part, these functions are the result of complex relations
that obtain among the more basic structural, compositional, and
perceptual features of the work.

The symbolic functions performed by artworks and the manner in
which the works execute these functions are often deemed

valuable by us because they engage
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us in the experiential ways already mentioned. Any attribution
that attempts to capture the value-making ‘content’ of a work, or



that expresses the manner in which the work is valuable as a
result of its content, is an aesthetic attribution. Hence Beardsley
and Goldman are right that aesthetic attributions either ascribe
aesthetic value to a work or can be considered as independently
comprising a reason that grounds such an evaluation. But, given
what has just been offered about the way art functions, it should
perhaps be added that any attribution expressing the broadly
interpretative or metaphorical content of a work—content of a
sort that is potentially value-making—should be considered an
aesthetic attribution. Roughly, then, aesthetic properties are the
properties referred to in the metaphorical, interpretative,
expressive, and evaluatively-laden attributions we make to art.
The question now is, what it means to say that they are real
properties.

3. Realism or Objective Truth?

The hard-boiled metaphysician would surely require any realism
about aesthetic properties to imply an existential commitment to
those properties. In other words, to be an aesthetic realist, one
must acknowledge properties such as elegance, complexity,
vividity, and irony as real features of objects, and as items in
one's ontology over which one is not hesitant to quantify. Yet,
the properties that bring out the realist in most philosophers are
physical properties, such as having a certain mass or freezing
point, being negatively charged, or having a certain genetic
fingerprint. Probably no one believes that aesthetic properties are
in every respect on a par with such fundamental physical
properties.

Moreover, we have already acknowledged that at least many
aesthetic properties are evaluative in nature. It has also been
suggested that for the most part they have a relational
character: they are expressing something about the way humans
respond to the objects said to possess the property. In this,
aesthetic properties appear similar to classic ‘secondary
properties’ such as being of a certain colour. But do values or
colours really exist in the world? If this question presupposes
that aesthetic or sensory properties, to be real, must be true of
objects independently of how humans react or respond to them,
then in one sense it is an illegitimate one, since implicitly denying
the very nature of aesthetic and sensory phenomena. Yet if all
we are talking about are human reactions, it might be replied,



then aesthetic attributions are just subjective and do not actually
ascribe real properties to objects.

We are at the point where greater philosophical sophistication is
required. There can be objective facts of the matter regarding
humans' responses to certain objects, and consequently there
can be real, if relational, properties ascribable to those objects.
This is the reason why many philosophers and most of the

general population have
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no qualms with colour-property realism, for example. Something
can be really blue even if it appears grey to you because it is true
that normal human percipients in common lighting conditions will
see the object as blue. And even though many are persuaded by
often-rehearsed philosophical claims, such as that the world is a
world of facts, that there is a ‘fact/value distinction’, and that
values are not part of the world but are our projections on to it,
nevertheless, there are just as many who are prepared to say
that it is just true that the Holocaust was evil, and that helping
those in need is objectively right.
So it is at least coherent to suggest that aesthetic properties are
real, provided their relational nature is kept clearly in mind.
Aesthetic properties are not mindindependent properties of the
physical world in the sense that they are true of objects no
matter what anyone thinks or how anyone reacts, but they may
be true of those objects independently of how any particular
person might respond to them. So in this sense they are not just
subjective reactions.
The idea that property realism is bound up with being able
meaningfully to distinguish the truth about a work's properties
from how that work might appear to or might be thought of by a
given percipient has become a central point in the formulation of
the realism/anti-realism debate. And in aesthetics, as elsewhere
in philosophy, after the ‘linguistic turn’ this idea has been
refashioned as the claim that to be realistic about aesthetic
properties is to accept that attributions of aesthetic predicates
have objective truth-conditions. Here is Michael Dummett on
realism and anti-realism in general:



[T]he preferred characterization of a dispute between realists and
anti-realists is one which represents it as relating to a class of
statements, e.g., statements about the physical world,
statements about mental states, statements in the past tense,
statements in the future tense, etc. This class | shall term... ‘the
disputed class.’” Realism | characterize as the belief that
statements of the disputed class possess an objective truth-
value, independently of our means of knowing: they are true or
false in virtue of a reality existing independently of us. (Dummett
1978: 146)

And here is Alan Goldman on aesthetic realism in particular:

A property is real in the relevant sense if the truth of its
ascription is independent of the subject's evidence and system of
beliefs. It is possible for one to make an error about the presence
of a real property despite its appearing to be present and despite
one's belief in its presence cohering with other beliefs. If
aesthetic qualities are real properties of objects, then there must
be some distinction between how they appear and how they are.
(Goldman 1995: 26-7)

The substance of the realism debate turns, then, on whether
aesthetic attributions have objective truth-conditions, and
whether, correlatively, the aesthetic facts about a given object
are distinct from the ways that object might seem or appear to a
given individual. This is, indeed, a substantive debate. However,
what is not often noticed in this discussion is that affirmation of

objective truth-conditions is a necessary but not a
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sufficient condition for accepting realism. To see this, consider
that a property nominalist grants that aesthetic predications have
objective truth-conditions. Aesthetic attributions could be
construed substitutionally rather than objectually and still be
considered objective. This point is important because it highlights
the fact that the realist/anti-realist debate as it is usually
conducted is somewhat truncated, ignoring certain areas of
potential difficulty for the realist. For example, there may be
serious problems with individuating aesthetic properties, or with
conceiving them as types. Is the poignhancy of a Debussy prelude



the same property as the poignancy of a Brahms sonata? Or are
these attributions implicitly indexical in ways that may be
troublesome for the realist? Only recently have these issues
begun to be discussed in depth (Vaida 1998; see also Walton
1970). These questions would be missed if our attention were
focused solely on the nature of the truth-conditions for aesthetic
attributions.

4. Worries Over Truth-Conditions

It could be argued that aesthetic attributions simply lack
sufficiently robust truthconditions to be genuine assertions. There
iIs room to wonder, for example, exactly what is being asserted
when the wine before you is said to be ‘vivacious’ or ‘aristocratic’,
and just how this could be established. If realism is tied to
aesthetic attributions' having clear assertoric force, there may be
grounds for doubt.

Crispin Wright has suggested that genuine assertions are
statements that must have truth-conditions of a kind such that:
one who is sincerely unwilling to assent to such a statement
when, by ordinary criteria, those conditions obtain, can make
himself intelligible to us only by betraying a misunderstanding or
some sort of misapprehension, or by professing some sort of
sceptical attitude. (Wright 1980: 463)

That is to say, the truth-conditions of genuine assertions are
such that, if one believes that those conditions are satisfied, then
one cannot deny the assertion without calling into question
whether one really understands what is being asserted. ‘Strict’
truth-conditions, on this view, are conditions that, when believed,
allow no room for reasonably demurring from the assertion they
characterize.

The argument here against aesthetic realism can be seen as
analogous to Moore's ‘open question’ argument regarding moral
properties. Just as no naturalistic conditions are ‘strict’ enough to
close the gquestion of whether an object meeting those conditions
also possesses a certain moral property, so too it might be
argued that no set of truth-conditions believed to be true by
someone closes the question of whether that person might
reasonably, and with understanding, deny that the object
satisfying the conditions possesses a certain aesthetic property
(Sibley 1959).
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Challenging the assertoric nature of aesthetic attributions in this
way, however, is radically verificationist. A very wide range of
apparent assertions will fail these strictures. For instance, could it
not be an objective fact that a certain economy is presently
‘sluggish’ even though someone, because of certain ideological
proclivities, reasonably demurs as a result of overestimating
some positive economic factors? And yet, the attribution of
sluggishness to the economy is at best a ‘quasi-assertion’ on the
view being discussed. If aesthetic attributions can keep this kind
of company, that may be realism enough for the aesthetic realist.
Hence it is not clear that a serious challenge to realism can be
mounted on the basis of worries about the lack of strictness of
aesthetic predications' truth-conditions.
But there is a related and detailed position, which has been
offered by Roger Scruton, that may be more threatening to
aesthetic realism. Scuton begins with the observation that at
least many aesthetic descriptions involve predicates used in an
extended sense. Calling a musical piece ‘sad’ clearly is not
literally describing it with this predicate: rather, in calling it ‘sad’
we are saying that a certain experience or response is
appropriate to the music. In fact, aesthetic descriptions do not so
much assert that a certain state of mind is justified, he says, as
give direct expression to that state of mind itself (Scruton 1982,
p. 48). Aesthetic descriptions may therefore lack truth-conditions
in the strong sense, and admit only of acceptance conditions
that, if they involve reference to responses of a nhon-doxastic
nature, differ from the acceptance conditions of pure
descriptions, statable in terms of beliefs. This explains what
Scruton takes as a fundamental symptom of aesthetic
descriptions, viz. that one must directly experience the object in
order to truly know that such an attribution is appropriate: one
cannot know this via indirect testimony, as is possible in the case
of ‘pure’ descriptions.
certain aesthetic descriptions are non-descriptive in that they
express not beliefs but rather ‘aesthetic experiences’. To
understand such an aesthetic description involves realizing that
one can assert it or assent to it sincerely only if one has had a



certain ‘experience,’ just as one can assert or assent to a normal
description only if one has the appropriate belief....

The affective theory of aesthetic description argues that the
acceptance condition of an aesthetic description may not be a
belief but may rather be some other mental state.... To agree to
an aesthetic description is to ‘see its point’, and this ‘seeing the
point’ is to be elucidated in terms of some response or
experience.... Hence aesthetic descriptions need not have truth
conditions in the strong sense, and to justify them may be to
justify an experience and not a belief. (Scruton 1982: 49-52)
The idea here is that aesthetic attributions can function to
express an appropriate non-doxastic response to an artwork
without implicating a realist interpretation of these attributions as
property ascriptions equipped with knowable truth-conditions.
One is not seeing how the work is as much as one is seeing the
work under a certain aspect, and responding appropriately.
Scruton's view appears a deep and powerful alternative to
aesthetic property realism. But the argument rests on several
points that a realist might not find persuasive. The position

begins from the ‘observation’ that in aesthetics one must see for
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oneself; that there is no possibility of indirect knowledge of the
truth or warrantedness of aesthetic predications. In contrast,
objective property ascriptions can be known by testimony from
reliable others. Now it may be true that aesthetic descriptions
lack much of their point in the absence of first-hand experience
of the object, and that coming to ‘see’ a work as sad, taut, or
muscular is more important to aesthetic appreciation than merely
coming to believe that the work has these properties.
Nonetheless, it is doubtful than one cannot come to warrantedly
believe and to know that an object has a certain aesthetic
property by being told this by a qualified person one knows to
have tastes similar to one's own, and with whom one almost
always agrees aesthetically.
Surely, one comes to know that the third movement of
Beethoven's E-flat string quartet, Op. 74, ‘The Harp’, has a
powerful forward thrust when told this by someone whose



musical ear one knows and trusts. Practically speaking, how
could he go wrong about this? Admittedly, this indirect
transmission of aesthetic knowledge may break down at very
precise levels of description: one might only be able to come to
know that this new bottle of Bordeaux has a ‘level of breeding
beyond even that of the 1986 Chateau Mouton-Rothschild’, by
making the comparison firsthand. But this may indicate not that
there is no warranted aesthetic communication, but only that the
concept of same or shared taste does not guarantee agreement
on every judgement, no matter how detailed or precious.
Scruton'’s focus, clearly, is on the assertability conditions for
aesthetic ascriptions, and his pivotal claim is that these
conditions refer to affective states rather than belief states. We
have already seen that it is unclear that aesthetic ascriptions are
never warranted on the basis of beliefs alone, even when their
etiology is testimonial and indirect rather than perceptually
based. But perhaps a deeper response to Scruton comes from
noticing that there is little reason to think that any condition that
refers to a non-doxastic mental state is immediately disqualified
as a realistic truth-condition for an aesthetic ascription. In other
words, nothing Scruton argues about assertability conditions
establishes that realistic truth-conditions for aesthetic
attributions cannot make reference to certain affective reactions
or experiences. The fact that the occurrence of such reactions
might be less than strictly verifiable counts against realism only if
we accept a strict verifiability theory of truthconditions, and this
IS not mandatory for the realist.

So, although Scruton's affective theory may well be an
Interesting and possible way to couch anti-realism, there is
nothing yet imposing such a view upon us.

5. Two Models for Realism
Philip Pettit (1983) has attempted to show that two problematic
features of aesthetic characterizations are in fact consistent with

a qualified sort of realism.
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The first of these features, familiar from the preceding



discussion, is the essentially perceptual nature of aesthetic
characterizations: why it is that in order justifiedly to claim to
know that an aesthetic characterization is true, one must have
direct perceptual access to the object. Ordinary secondary
properties can be known via testimony. If the realist model for
aesthetic properties is roughly the model of secondary
properties, then aesthetic properties seem to be diverging from it
in an epistemically important way. Can the realist explain this?
The second feature is aesthetic characterizations' perceptual
elusiveness. By this, Pettit means that no amount of perceptual
experience guarantees sincere assent to the aesthetic
characterizations true of the object perceived. One might look
and look and yet never see a painting's elegance or poighancy.
Real properties, it might be thought, do not exhibit this
mysterious power to evade indefinitely.

Of course, Scruton's affective theory has little trouble explaining
either of these features: the assertability conditions for aesthetic
attributions make reference to certain non-cognitive experiences
one can have only in response to the actual work, but whose
occurrence is not guaranteed by perceptual scrutiny of the work.
Pettit's intent is to look for a conditional of the form ‘X is sad if
and only if X is such that it looks sad under circumstance C’, in
which the details of ‘circumstance C’ explain why aesthetic
descriptions are both essentially perceptual and perceptually
elusive, and yet stay close in spirit to a realist analysis of
secondary properties.

The simple version of Pettit's suggestion is this: to see the
sadness of an artwork requires that the object is properly
positioned for/by the viewer. Proper positioning for colour
perception involves standard conditions of presentation, and
some knowledge in the perceiver of what the relevant contrast
classes are. But this requires only normal information and
memory. Properly positioning an artwork so as to see its
sadness, on the other hand, requires imagination to place it in
relation to a certain appropriate reference class:

The hypothesis put forward is that every picture on which an
aesthetic characterisation is fixed is seen against the background
of a certain class of discernible variations The variations are
made into a reference class for the picture; they are used to
determine what we have called its positioning.... According to the
hypothesis, X is sad if and only if X is such that it looks sad under



standard presentation and under suitable positioning. The
positioning of the work is determined by the reference class
against the background of which it is viewed. The class is
assumed to be available only on the basis of imagination, not by
the introduction of normalized examples. (Pettit 1983: 32—-3)
The need for proper positioning of this sort is meant to explain
both the essentially perceptual and perceptually elusive nature of
aesthetic characterizations. One must have perceptual access to
the object to begin the imaginative process of positioning. Yet we
have no independent way, as we do when determining if an
object is standardly presented, of being sure that an object is
suitably positioned for a person.

The concept of proper positioning brings with it the possibility of
alternative and deviant positionings, which can seem fatal for

realism. First, if art works appear
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to have different aesthetic properties when positioned in different
ways, then at best the truth of aesthetic ascriptions is relative to
the reference class in which one positions the work (see Walton
1970). Even worse, if for any work and any aesthetic property
one can find some positioning, regardless of how deviant, from
which the work appears to have that property, realism becomes
negligible, being nothing more than the ad hoc privileging of one
subjective positioning over another. At the very least, ‘suitable
positioning’ seems to have introduced a normative element into
the description of the imaginative and perceptual process
supposedly involved in ‘seeing the sadness’.
Pettit recognizes that, unless we acknowledge that ‘suitable’
positioning incorporates certain normative constraints, aesthetic
realism must be abandoned. He defends by introducing two types
of constraint. Positioning regarding one aesthetic property of a
work will be constrained by the positioning required for the other
aesthetic properties it possesses. Each must allow for seeing the
object as a coherent unity. These are holistic constraints. In
addition, humanistic constraints on positioning arise from the
demand to see the art work as an intelligible production of a
human being about whose cognitive and psychological



constitution we are willing to make at least very basic
assumptions.

We are left, then, with the following schema: ‘X is A if and only if
(1) it is such that it looks A under standard presentation and
under suitable positioning and (2) it is such that the positioning
found suitable, assuming there is one, is allowed by the
appropriate constraints’ (Pettit 1983: 37).

It would be incorrect to argue that, by introducing normative
considerations into the schema, this view effectively undermines
realism by turning a work's aesthetic properties into evaluative
properties. It does not follow from the fact that the responses
referred to are normatively characterized that the aesthetic
property attributed to the work must be seen as itself evaluative
rather than descriptive.

Consider a relational property, such as being the ball of
preference of all of golf's great players, where ‘great player’ is
defined as ‘player winning more than four major championships’.
It can be a purely descriptive—and real—fact that a certain brand
of golf ball is preferred among a group of golfers that satisfies
some normative standard; the introduction of evaluative
considerations in specifying the reference class need not turn the
property had by the ball into an evaluative feature of it, whose
realistic status might thereby be called into question. The ball
may be preferred because of its good properties, but a fact about
good players' choices is not in itself an evaluative attribution to
their chosen object.

There are, though, more substantial worries about Pettit's
defence of realism. First, notice that it is not the realist aspects
of his schema that provide the answer to the two supposed
obstacles to realism, viz. aesthetic attributions' essential
perceptual nature and their perceptual elusiveness. Rather, these
problems are addressed by the ascription to the viewer of a non-
doxastic mental process—the perception of the aesthetic object
and the imaginative positioning of it within a
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reference class. In essence, this does not differ from Scruton’s
anti-realist suggestion that non-cognitive mental states or



experiences explain the same two features of aesthetic
attributions, yet do so without engaging us in the project of
providing truth-conditions for such predications. Therefore, Pettit
has at most shown that these two alleged characteristics of
aesthetic attributions do not block a realist interpretation, but he
has provided no reason to prefer it to the affective theory or to
other anti-realist views. Moreover, we have already found reason
to question whether aesthetic attributions are in fact essentially
perceptual.

Even more troublesome is whether Pettit's realism is ‘realism
enough’. The relativization of aesthetic attributions to specific
reference classes or ‘positionings’ may, as suggested earlier,
entail an indefensible privileging of the ‘suitable’ over the
‘deviant’ ones. How are we to defend the idea that a painting is
‘really’ tragic rather than merely expressive of personal
depression, if both positionings are coherent and reasonable,
given humanistic and holistic constraints? The worry, of course,
is that no plausible and non-ad hoc list of constraints will
eliminate the bulk of apparently reasonable aesthetic
disagreements. This point will be further elaborated as we
consider the work of Alan Goldman.

Like many analytic aestheticians, Goldman is deeply interested in
the nature of the link between the perception of non-aesthetic
and non-evaluative aesthetic properties, on the one hand, and
the ascription of evaluative aesthetic properties on the other.
Clarifying the nature of this connection seems crucial to
understanding how a work's non-aesthetic and non-evaluative
properties can plausibly be cited as reasons for ascribing given
evaluative properties to the work.

Goldman's most recent view (1995: 14) denies that the link
between a work's objective properties and its evaluative
aesthetic properties is logically a reductive link (involving
necessary and sufficient conditions), conceptual (involving
meaning relations), a criterial one (involving non-inductive
relations short of entailment), or one of supervenience (the idea
that necessarily a change in a work's evaluative properties
requires a change in some of its objective properties.) The link,
Goldman suggests, is simply inductive or causal: in making
evaluative judgements, critics are implying that others with
similar tastes will react to the same objective properties in the
same ways, if free of shortcomings of attention, interest,



experience, or sensitivity:

...aesthetic judgments ascribing [evaluative] properties are
justified by appeal to nonevaluative base properties on which
evaluative aesthetic properties depend. The dependence relation
is... causal.... [A]scriptions of aesthetic properties are true,
relative to certain tastes, when base properties of artworks cause
certain responses in critics with ideal characteristics. Such
judgements are justified when we are justified in ascribing these
causal relations. (Goldman 1995: 44)

Goldman is less than perfectly clear as to the nature of the
response evoked in an ideal critic by a work truly characterized

by an evaluative aesthetic property, A. But
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the basic idea seems to be that, if a percipient with certain tastes
claims that an object x has A, then this claim is true just in case
X would cause ideally positioned critics of similar taste to assent
to X's being A, to believe that x is A, to see x as being A, to
experience x as being A, to feel pleasure or displeasure at x's
being A, in virtue of x's more basic, non-evaluative properties
(1995: 22-3). The model on which this analysis is based is the
‘ideal observer’ theory of moral predications: an act is morally
right or praiseworthy just in case the ideally knowledgeable and
morally sensitive observer would respond positively to the act
(Firth 1952).
One might think that an ideal observer analysis could save
realism even though the reference class whose responses are
relevant to the truth of an aesthetic predication is normatively
characterized, because there might nevertheless be an objective
fact of the matter as to what those responses are. Interestingly,
the fundamental logical structure of this view hardly diverges
from that of Pettit's brand of realism, which could be schematized
as follows:
Object O has aesthetic property P = there is a certain group of
percipients in which O causes a certain experiential response of
kind R (O's seeming P), as a result of these percipients engaging
in certain imaginative/psychological processes (‘positioning’)
satisfying certain relevant normative constraints.



Compare the ‘Humean structure’ that Goldman provides for the
ideal viewer analysis of aesthetic attributions:

Object O has aesthetic property P = O is such as to elicit
response of kind R in ideal viewers of kind V in virtue of its more
basic properties B. (Goldman 1995: 21)

An account having this form, despite its evaluative elements and
its reference to viewer responses, could then satisfy the basic
constraints on realism, because the facts about the nature of the
responses of ideal viewers are seemingly independent of the
beliefs of actual viewers about them, and a distinction is
maintained between how objects appear to certain viewers and
how they really are.

But this realism founders when we ask the question, ‘What
happens if ideal viewers disagree in their responses?’
Contradiction is what follows for the realist, for the analysis
would entail ascribing incompatible properties to the same
work—the realist’'s worst nightmare.

6. Goldman's anti-realism and Beyond

Goldman's central tenet is that aesthetic judgements are
seriously relative to tastes, so that even ideally situated viewers
with divergent tastes will fail to share aesthetic judgements
(1995: 36—-9). His account agrees with the realist that the truth

of aesthetic
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judgements is not solely a matter of how objects appear to given
viewers; but he emphasizes that:
the truth of such judgments is not independent of ways they
appear to ideal critics, of all evaluative responses to them, or of
other aesthetic judgments and beliefs that constitute different
tastes.... There is a distinction possible between aesthetic
properties and how they appear to us but not between how they
are and how they appear to ideal critics of different tastes.
(Goldman 1995: 38-9)
So aesthetic property-judgements are relative to tastes yet still
vulnerable to error, since one may be wrong in claiming that
ideal critics who share one's tastes will respond in a certain



fashion.

Goldman characterizes this view as anti-realist on the grounds
that disagreements among ideal critics will result in the ascription
of incompatible properties to the same work of art (1995: 29).
Although disagreement among actual viewers is compatible with
a realist view, since some viewers may be inexperienced,
inattentive, or biased in certain ways, the existence of persistent
disputes among ideal critics whose tastes differ is sufficient to
enjoin anti-realism.

But the argument for anti-realism may be even stronger than
Goldman allows. There is a question whether references to
‘same’ or ‘different’ tastes can be nonvacuously elaborated. It
seems manifest that individuals with the same taste can
nonetheless faultlessly disagree over the aesthetic properties of a
certain work. If so, sameness of taste cannot guarantee aesthetic
agreement. To deny this would reduce the condition of shared
taste to the claim that those who agree that object x has
property A agree that x is A. But if critics of similar taste can
disagree, even if they are similarly experienced, attentive,
perceptive, and sensitive, then the rock bottom obstacle to
aesthetic realism is not that well-positioned percipients may
disagree about an object’'s aesthetic properties because they
have different tastes, but rather, that any irresolvable dispute
among well situated and experienced critics, regardless of shared
or disparate tastes, is enough to raise the anti-realist flag.

A further alteration of Goldman's theory may take us even closer
to the truth. His theory is, on the one hand, a causal theory:
base properties of an object cause certain aesthetic judgements
in a defined group of viewers. On the other hand, it is a type of
ideal observer theory: the defined group is ideally situated to
make its judgement. The ideal viewer, being omniscient about
the relevant historical relations a work may have to others,
cannot, he says, tire of viewing some work, therefore changing
his evaluation of it. The ideal critic would know from the
beginning how well a work would withstand repeated viewings
(1995: 42). It follows, then, that no actual viewer could be an
ideal critic, since anyone might tire of even the most spectacular
works. But if the ideal viewer is a non-realizable abstraction,
does it make sense to talk of real causal relations between
aesthetic objects and ideal viewers?

It is unclear that inflecting the view into the subjunctive would



solve the real problem; for, were we to refer to the reactions an

ideal viewer would have to aesthetic
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objects, we would arrive at an analysis formally similar to the so-
called ‘epistemic’ conception of truth. Roughly, that conception
has it that ‘X is P’ is true if and only if epistemically ideally
situated observers would believe that x is P. But it has been
forcefully argued that this view is ultimately parasitic upon a
presupposed, pretheoretic, and undefended realistic conception
of truth (Williams 1996: chapter 6). An anti-realism regarding
aesthetic properties that was similarly and implicitly dependent
upon property realism would not be sustainable.
It seems, then, that we must limit the notion of an ‘ideal’
observer to something like an ‘appropriately knowledgeable,
sensitive, attentive observer’, a characterization that can be
instantiated by real viewers. If we add this revision to the earlier
claim that similar tastes do not guarantee sameness of aesthetic
judgement, it becomes extremely difficult to see how one might
deflect the conclusion that there are irresolvable disputes in
aesthetic attributions even among equally informed and well
situated critics or experts. The problem of such irresolvable
disputes is the true nemesis of aesthetic realism.

7. Aesthetic Properties as Essentially

Phenomenal

In several essays Jerrold Levinson has attempted to save realism
from the problem of irresolvable disputes by distinguishing firmly
between aesthetic properties themselves and evaluatively laden
descriptions of the aesthetic object (Levinson 1990, 1994, 2001).
In this way, it becomes possible to see most disputes as deriving
from differences in viewers' tastes, sensibilities, or attitudes of
approval and disapproval, while none the less insisting that
underlying such differences in evaluative descriptions there are
shared phenomenal, perceptual, or experiential impressions that
are caused in normal, appropriately backgrounded viewers by the
particular array of non-aesthetic, formal, structural features that
a given art work presents (Levinson 1994: 353). Aesthetic



properties, on this view, can be realistically conceived, much like
secondary properties, as dispositions of an object to afford such
distinctive phenomenal impressions or effects. One can register
the particular exuberant quality of the finale of Tchaikovsky's
Symphony No. 4, Levinson says, independently of whether one is
put off by that quality and hence describes it as ‘bombastic’, or is
attracted to it and hence describes it as ‘exciting’:

... there is an aesthetic quality that I ascribe mentally to the
music, a quality not reducible to the particular timbres, rhythms,
harmonies, and loudnesses on which it is based, and one | can
hear as what it is regardless of my current attitude towards it...

(Levinson 1994: 353).
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There are difficulties with this phenomenally based aesthetic
realism, however. First, it requires us to be able to distinguish
not only aesthetic from non-aesthetic terms, but also
evaluatively neutral from evaluatively laden aesthetic terms. The
view then seems to postulate that different cognitive processes
are involved in the use of these two types of aesthetic term, with
only the evaluative terms engaging the viewer's ‘tastes’ or
‘preferences’. But, in fact, evaluatively laden aesthetic terms and
those that are more or less evaluatively neutral are commonly
used in a continuous fashion that gives no evidence of involving
different processes depending on the instance. Consider the
following continuum of terms for the intensity of emotional
expressiveness: Cold—Restrained—Expressive—Emotional—
Sentimental—Maudlin. There is no reason to think that a viewer
iIs employing his taste any less when he chooses one of the
neutral middle terms as the most appropriate than when he
selects one of the more evaluatively laden terms at the extremes
of the continuum (Bender 1996).
A second and deeper point is that it is by no means obvious that
judges who disagree about a work's aesthetic properties are, in
fact, afforded the same phenomenal impression of the work. If
the same wine tastes searingly acidic to one taster but refreshing
and zingy to another, do they nonetheless share some common
phenomenal impression of the wine's acid level? What is shared,



of course, is an awareness of the particular non-aesthetic
properties of the wine that cause different reactions and certainly
cause different aesthetic judgements. To claim that something
more is shared, something phenomenal and in principle
individuable, seems implausible.

It is worth noting, furthermore, that disagreements over which
aesthetic description of an object is best can, at least in some
cases, indicate a possible difference in the degree of sensitivity
each viewer has to certain properties. Might not one person truly
be more sensitive to so-called ‘gaudy’ colours than another, who
finds them only ‘bright’? If so, we would not find shared
phenomenal impressions underlying these disagreements, but
precisely the contrary.

8. Transcendental Arguments for Realism

Eddy Zemach (1991, 1997) has argued for aesthetic realism in a
rather different way. At least some aesthetic properties must be
real, according to Zemach, and massive error about our aesthetic
predications impossible (a la Davidson), because aesthetic terms
would otherwise lack meaning. The meanings of at least some
such predicates must be learned by ostension; we must be able
to ‘see’ that some things have an aesthetic property, A, if ‘A’ is to
have a stable and public meaning (Zemach 1991; 1997: chapters

2 and 3). There must (echoing Wittgenstein) be agreement on
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at least paradigm or central cases. Hence at least some aesthetic
properties are observable, and therefore real. Disagreements are
about difficult new and marginal cases and are to be explained by
identifying the observation conditions that are standard for the
various properties really possessed by art, and by determining
that at least one disputant is not in these standard observation
conditions.
Three criticisms can be offered of this ‘paradigm case’ argument
for realism. First, if correct, it is difficult to see how the argument
would not be a defence of realism for any type of purported
property, no matter how abstract or otherwise problematic.
Hence the argument proves too much. Second, it is unclear how



the semantic assumption that aesthetic terms have shared or
public meaningfulness establishes a metaphysical conclusion
about the status of aesthetic properties. It does not follow from
the fact that aesthetic predicates are meaningful that there must
be a common core of cases in which everyone can observe that
an object has a certain aesthetic property, or that all instances of
disagreement are over borderline cases. Might not the stability
and intersubjectivity of objects' non-aesthetic properties be
sufficient to determine that a certain constellation of aesthetic
predicates can reasonably be applied while other predicates are
deemed inappropriate, without having a fixed core of cases about
which we all aesthetically agree? Could the intelligibility of
aesthetic predicates be explained in this way without the need for
paradigm cases whose aesthetic properties are real?

Lastly, it is an implication of Zemach's argument that all cases of
aesthetic disagreement are traceable to non-standard conditions,
and this seems implausible. Even if we allow certain skills to
count as part of the standard conditions for observing a given
artwork (as Zemach suggests) what one person identifies as a
‘moving, romantic view of nature’ is another's ‘wide-eyed
sentimentality’. Conditions can be as standard as you wish, and
yet the music of Delius can seem uplifting and releasing one day
and precious and uncontrolled another. Must one's skills,
abilities, or conditions have been in flux for this change of
reaction to occur? It seems not.

Zemach offers a second argument, which might be called ‘the
argument from scientific realism’, to the effect that any realist
about theoretical properties of our best science must, under pain
of contradiction, also be an aesthetic realist (Zemach 1991;
1997: 64-7).

Zemach's zeal for realism derives from his view that aesthetic
properties are irreducible to physicalistic ones, and perform
ineliminable explanatory work regarding our experiences. To
experience x as F is to be acquainted with F. One cannot
relinquish phenomenal and aesthetic properties for scientific and
physicalistic ones because science is based on experience.
Adjudication of true theories essentially involves making
aesthetic judgements about those theories—judgements of
beauty, simplicity, unity, coherence, and so forth. Any scientific
realist, Zemach argues, must be an aesthetic realist, roughly
because beauty is truth-tropic. If theory T is true, then it is



beautiful. If an aesthetic theory, AT, implies that T is beautiful,
then AT is true. AT's basic predicates denote features of the

world. So aesthetic properties are real.
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Of course, the second premiss of this argument is false if taken
to mean that AT in its entirety is true: a theory false in the main
might yet have the right result about T. But more generally, the
argument must be flawed, as can be seen by analogy. Compare
it with the following dubious argument that any moral realist
must be a theist. If T is the correct theory about what actions are
right, then T accords with God's commands. Therefore the
theistic theory, TT, that says that T captures what God
commands, is true. So the basic predicates of T must then refer
to something in the world. Hence, the property of being
consistent with God's commands is a real property.
Furthermore, it is unclear that simplicity, coherence, and unity
have univocal meanings when applied to scientific theories and to
aesthetic objects, as they must be for the argument to succeed.
Consider the simplicity of design that characterizes Shaker
furniture. This visual simplicity is very likely the result of quite
complex and subtle formal relationships between the parts of
furniture, suggesting that ‘theoretical simplicity’ and ‘aesthetic
simplicity’ are quite different matters. Similar remarks could be
made about ‘elegance’, ‘powerfulness’, ‘coherence,’” and other
properties. And even if some aesthetic properties do apply
univocally to art works and scientific theories, this is a very small
subset of the properties coming under the rubric, ‘aesthetic’
Hence the argument from scientific realism does not support
aesthetic realism as a general metaphysical position.

9. Concluding Suggestions

A compelling argument for aesthetic realism has not been
forthcoming. Anti-realism appears to be the consequence of the
fact that there are unresolvable aesthetic disputes even between
appropriately positioned and backgrounded experts. But if
aesthetic attributions are not predications of real properties to
objects, then how are we to conceive them? Is there an anti-



realist model that may be offered to illuminate their status?
Perhaps such a model can be found in the judgements commonly
made of other people's actions, demeanour, bearing, and
motivations. These are judgements about which individuals
obviously and vehemently disagree, and yet it is an area in which
‘property talk’ easily gets a foothold. Furthermore, although such
personal attributions express our reactions to the individual being
characterized, we nonetheless admit that reasons supporting
those reactions can be demanded, and a distinction can be drawn
between justified and unjustified attributions. In the face of
disagreements with a third party, we also commonly retreat to a
more subjective assertion that the individual strikes us a certain
way, much as we do with aesthetic attributions. And as with

aesthetic properties, personality characteristics might
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seem (whether correctly or not) to be ‘supervenient’ upon, or
‘emergent’ from, more basic features of the person's actions and
comportment.
As obvious and real as personality features seem to be,
disagreement over them is, at every turn, possible, and due at
least in part to the differences in the ‘taste’ of those who interact
with the person being characterized. The same basic behaviours
stand to be ‘interpreted’ differently by people with different
‘tastes’ in personality types. The same conversation, for example,
may be taken by one as evidence of a person's boorishness and
by another as symptomatic of his or her dogged intelligence. We
may be wholly convinced that ours is the right or true ‘take’ on a
given personality, but when confronted with another reasonable
interpretation, we must be satisfied with the realization that,
justified as it may be, our view may not be the unique ‘fact of the
matter.’
See also: Aesthetic Realism 1; Beauty; Aesthetic Experience;
Value in Art.
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1. The Aesthetic State of Mind

There is a long history of discussions of the aesthetic and of art
in which the fundamental concepts are psychological, in the
sense of being or including concepts of states of mind. Examples
include Aristotle's discussion of the tragic emotions of pity and
fear, Aquinas's account of beauty in terms of delight in
contemplation, and Kant's discussion of the disinterested
pleasure characteristic of awareness of the beautiful. In addition
to aesthetic emotion, aesthetic contemplation, and aesthetic
pleasure, such concepts have included aesthetic perception, the
aesthetic attitude, and aesthetic appreciation.

This chapter surveys attempts by aestheticians writing in the
Anglo-American analytic tradition during the last half of the
twentieth century to clarify, defend, and use the idea of a
distinctively aesthetic state of mind. Their ambitions typically
include most or all of the following: (i) giving an account of what
distinguishes the aesthetic state of mind from other states of
mind that are like it in some ways, such as sensual pleasure or
drug-induced experience, or from those connected with other
realms of human concern, such as the religious, the cognitive,
the practical, and the moral; (ii) giving that account in a way that
appeals neither to any prior idea of the aesthetic nor to the



concept of art; (iii) explaining related ideas of the distinctively
aesthetic, e.g. the ideas of aesthetic properties, qualities,

aspects, or
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concepts, of the aesthetic object, of the aesthetic judgement,
and of aesthetic value, in terms of the idea of the distinctively
aesthetic state of mind; and (iv) defending some more or less
close connection between the realm of the aesthetic thereby
explained and the realm of art, while recognizing that the
aesthetic state of mind may appropriately be directed towards or
grounded in non-art (e.g. nature) as well.

2. Two Concepts of Experience

The concept of aesthetic experience has sometimes been taken
as the generic idea of a distinctively aesthetic state of mind,
covering any or all of the more specific states mentioned above.
Experience in general, however, is typically conceived of in more
determinate ways than merely as an otherwise unspecified state
of mind. Two different, more specific, concepts of experience are
that of experience as something characterized primarily by ‘what
it is like’ to undergo it, and that of experience as involving direct
or non-inferential knowledge: the first may be called a
phenomenological concept of experience, the second an
epistemic one. The former is invoked when we wonder what the
experience of bats is like; the latter, when we claim that hearing
rather than seeing is the primary mode of experience whereby
bats know their location relative to neighbouring objects.

A phenomenological conception of aesthetic experience,
accordingly, is a conception of what it is like to have an aesthetic
experience. Versions of the idea of an introspectively identifiable
and phenomenologically distinctive aesthetic experience appear
in some of the canonical works of such early twentieth-century
Anglo-American aestheticians as Clive Bell, Edward Bullough, and
John Dewey. (Not surprisingly, twentieth-century continental
phenomenologists such as Roman Ingarden and Mikel Dufrenne
also develop and defend related ideas.)

An epistemic conception of aesthetic experience, on the other



hand, is a conception of a non-inferential way of coming to know
something—comparable, say, to seeing that something is a
chair—which deserves to be thought of as aesthetic. Monroe
Beardsley, one of the founders of the Anglo-American aesthetic
tradition of the latter half of the twentieth-century, began by
defending a phenomenological idea of aesthetic experience.
Under persistent pressure from George Dickie, another influential
and important early aesthetician in this tradition, however, his
views gradually evolved in the direction of an epistemic notion.
Most recent attempts to defend the notion of aesthetic
experience within this tradition, while not in general incompatible
with the idea of a phenomenologically distinctive aesthetic
experience, see it in fundamentally epistemic terms. This chapter
traces the evolution from Beardsley's early phenomenological
account and Dickie's critique to current epistemic accounts and
continuing critiques of the whole idea of an aesthetic state of

mind.
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3. The Beardsley-Dickie Debate

Monroe Beardsley (1958), although influenced by contemporary
linguistic philosophies to identify aesthetics with the study of the
principles involved in ‘clarifying and confirming critical
statements’, was also influenced by Dewey's account of the
‘consummatory’ experience he identified with the aesthetic.
Beardsley's account, and the subsequent exchanges between him
and George Dickie, were seminal for later Anglo-American
discussions of aesthetic experience.

Beardsley (1958) eschews any definition of art, but works rather
from a disjunctive account of the notion of what he calls an
aesthetic object. Contrary to appearances, this appeal to the idea
of the aesthetic object does not really involve abandoning the
idea of the aesthetic experience as basic in the aesthetic realm.
Beardsley says: ‘We can...group together disjunctively the class
of musical compositions, visual designs, literary works, and all
other separately defined classes of objects, and give the name
“aesthetic object” to them all...” (p. 64), and this sounds more



like an account of the work of art than a first move in an account
of the aesthetic. If such a disjunctive account suggests anti-
essentialist scruples about defining art of the sort that were just
then beginning to be expressed, it is also the case that such
scruples were being expressed about the concept of the aesthetic
in general and about aesthetic experience in particular. For
Beardsley, nevertheless, such a rough indication of the extension
of the class of aesthetic objects (works of art) is sufficient to
motivate the search for the characteristically aesthetic
experience in the form of the question whether there are certain
features of experience that are peculiarly characteristic of our
intercourse with such objects.

Introspection, checkable by each enquirer, yields the result that
these experiences do indeed have something distinctive in
common. They are complex, intense, and unified (this latter in
two different ways, as coherent and complete). Experiences
similar in some ways, for example watching an athletic contest or
appreciating a mathematical proof, have some but not all of the
relevant features. The degree of complexity, intensity, and unity
(in sum, the magnitude) of the aesthetic experience, though
directly related to the complexity, intensity, and unity of the
aesthetic object on which it is directed, is not reducible to them:
it is a feature of the experience itself. The aesthetic value of
aesthetic objects (works of art), then, lies in their capacity to
produce experiences of this kind, and these experiences are in
turn valuable in various ways for those who have them—for
example in integrating the self, refining perception and
discrimination, and developing imagination and sympathy.

Dickie (1965) criticizes Beardsley's transfer of terms such as
complexity, intensity, and unity from the objects of aesthetic
experience to the experience itself, concentrating especially on
the coherence and completeness that on Beardsley's view
constitute the unity of the aesthetic experience. Dickie grants
that aesthetic objects (works of art) can be coherent and

complete, for example, and that we can experience their
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coherence and completeness; but he insists that it is simply a



mistaken vestige of idealism that leads us to take an experience
of certain properties as an experience of having those properties.
We confuse an experience of completeness with the
completeness of an experience. In a context where the very idea
of an aesthetic experience is that of an experience that is
phenomenologically identifiable as unified, then the upshot is
that there are no such things as aesthetic experiences, so that
any account of the aesthetic value of objects based on their
capacity to produce such experiences is radically ill founded.
(Some philosophers might find the idea that works of art
objectively have properties like unity more dubious than the idea
that an experience can be unified; others, who might grant that
both experiences and their objects can have properties such as
unity, intensity, and complexity, might think it too good to be
true that these properties ‘line up’ in such a way that the objects
of unified, intense, and complex experiences are, as Beardsley
maintains, themselves unified, intense, and complex.)

Beardsley (1969), replying to Dickie, defends the completeness
of the experience in addition to that of the object experienced,
claiming, as against Dickie, that the experience of a complete
aesthetic object is only part of a complete experience—a
fulfilment of an expectation, for example—and that such an
experience, even though extended in time, becomes
phenomenologically complete in itself when the expectation is
fulfilled.

In Beardsley (1969) there is also a somewhat different and more
formal account of what an aesthetic experience is:

A person is having an aesthetic experience during a particular
stretch of time if and only if the greater part of his mental
activity during that time is united and made pleasurable by being
tied to the form and qualities of a sensuously presented or
imaginatively intended object on which his primary attention in
concentrated. (Beardsley 1969: 5)

The concept of unity—the Deweyan idea of an experience par
excellence—remains prominent, but the concepts of intensity and
complexity fade into the background. The concept of pleasure,
mentioned only incidentally in Beardsley (1958), becomes an
essential feature of the aesthetic experience, and the experience
iIs essentially and not merely contingently tied to the ‘form and
qualities of a sensuously presented or imaginatively intended
object’. Notice, too, that neither an antecedent conception of the



aesthetic nor the concept of a work of art is invoked in this
characterization.

This account seems to be edging towards the border between the
phenomenological and the epistemic notions of experience. The
essential inclusion of the tie to the presented or intended object
and its form and qualities suggests that the experience is a kind
of cognition. On the other hand, Beardsley is clear that the object
and qualities in question need be only phenomenally objective—
that is to say that, like colours but unlike pains, for instance,
they present themselves to us as qualities of something other

than ourselves—but they need not be properties of
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actual objects distinct from ourselves. By the same token, it
seems that, even though there might be only some aspects of
the experience—its being unified and pleasurable for example—
concerning which one can sensibly ask what it is like to have an
experience of that sort, the aesthetic experience as described,
unlike seeing or knowing of a genuinely epistemic kind, is
plausibly entirely accessible introspectively.
Responding to Beardsley (1969), Dickie (1974) concedes that
experiences as well as their objects can be unified, interpreting
this as the claim that ‘affects’ (feelings, emotions, expectations,
satisfactions) can be related to one another in such a way as to
constitute a complete and coherent experience. He objects,
however, that, even granting this much to Beardsley, Beardsley's
revised account of aesthetic experience invoking this experiential
unity is too narrow in at least two ways. First, Dickie argues,
there are undoubted aesthetic experiences that arouse none of
the affects mentioned above, for instance the experience of
certain kinds of abstract paintings. (Dickie cites no specific
examples, but perhaps has in mind works like some of those by
Kenneth Noland or Sol LeWitt.) Further, where affects are
aroused, as by watching a decent production of Hamlet, there is
Nno reason to suppose that those affects must be unified. Dickie
concludes that aesthetic experiences ‘do not have any affective
features which are peculiarly characteristic and which distinguish
them from other experiences’, and that such experiences can be



distinguished from others, if at all, only by their being derived
from what is antecedently characterizable as an aesthetic object.
To these arguments, Beardsley (1982) replies that the elements
whose connections with one another might make a passage of
experience coherent (and thus unified) comprise not only feelings
but also thoughts, so that aesthetic experiences might still be
unified even if they do not include feelings. He claims further that
Dickie's examples of allegedly affectless aesthetic experiences
are plausible only if one confuses feelings with ‘full-fledged’
emotions (presumably involving conceptual as well as affective
elements); the absence of emotion from a passage of experience
by no means implies the absence of feeling.

Beardsley (1982) thus continues to defend the existence of
something like the Deweyan idea of an aesthetic experience,
involving an overarching unity in some stretch of one's mental
life. Significantly, however, he concedes that ‘only a very limited
account of our aesthetic life’ can be given in terms of experiences
of this sort. He therefore introduces ‘a broader concept of the
aesthetic in experience, while reserving the term “aesthetic
experience,” as a count noun, for rather special occasions’.

He suggests that his introduction of the concept of pleasure in
Beardsley (1969) was a first move in this direction, presumably
because pleasure is more common than Deweyan consummatory
experiences, but he now finds it ‘threateningly reductionistic’ to
take pleasure as definitive of the aesthetic, even as he concedes
that his original Deweyan view erred in the opposite direction.

He also backs away from any claim of jointly sufficient and
separately necessary conditions for this broader notion of the

aesthetic in experience, instead proposing
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five ‘criteria’, concerning which he claims that the first is
necessary and that it and any three of the other four are
sufficient. The first criterion is object directedness, ‘a willingly
accepted guidance over the succession of one's mental states by
phenomenally objective properties’; the others are felt freedom,
‘a sense of release from the dominance of some antecedent
concerns about past and future’, detached affect, ‘a sense that



objects on which interest is concentrated are set a little at a
distance emotionally’, active discovery, ‘a sense of actively
exercising constructive powers of the mind’, and wholeness, ‘a
sense of integration as a person... and a corresponding
contentment’.

In this account, then, although anti-essentialist scruples once
again come to the fore, now concerning aesthetic experience
rather than art, and although there is only a faint echo of the
Deweyan idea of unity, now conceived of as the ‘wholeness’ of
the self rather than as the coherence and completeness of one of
its experiences, Beardsley still claims to distinguish an aesthetic
state of mind and to do so without appeal to any prior idea of the
aesthetic or the artistic.

The other ambitions mentioned at the beginning of this chapter
are still intact in Beardsley (1982), in which he proposes to
define the aesthetic point of view in terms of aesthetic value:

To adopt the aesthetic point of view with regard to X is to take an
interest in whatever aesthetic value X may possess (p. 19)

and to define aesthetic value in terms of aesthetic gratification
(where ‘aesthetic gratification’ is a variation on ‘aesthetic
experience’):

The aesthetic value of X is the value that X possesses in virtue of
its capacity to provide aesthetic gratification when correctly
perceived, [emphasis in the original], (p. 26)

The move outside the circle of aesthetic notions is made in the
claim that

Gratification is aesthetic when it is obtained primarily from
attention to the formal unity and/or the regional qualities of a
complex whole, and when its magnitude is a function of the
degree of formal unity and/or the intensity of regional quality, (p.
22)

In making this move, Beardsley notes that he here distinguishes
aesthetic gratification from other kinds of gratification solely in
terms of what it is gratification in.

Concerning the relationship between aesthetic states of mind and
non-art items, Beardsley says hardly anything, but there seems
to be no reason to suppose that nature cannot provide aesthetic
gratification as he describes it, and he does give at least one
example of the aesthetic point of view being adopted towards a
natural scene.

Regarding the relation of the aesthetic state of mind to art, he



overcomes antiessentialist scruples about art long enough to
hazard a disjunctive definition of a work of art as fundamentally
something intended to produce that state of mind:

An artwork is either an arrangement of conditions intended to be
capable of affording an experience with marked aesthetic
character or (incidentally) an arrangement belonging to a class or

type of such arrangements, (p. 299)
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The virtual abandonment of anything like the Deweyan
conception of an experience as a condition of the aesthetic,
however, makes the resulting view look even less
phenomenological than its immediate predecessor. By the same
token, the suggestion that aesthetic experience is in fact not just
aesthetic gratification, but aesthetic gratification afforded by the
correct perception of an object, evidently entails that it is no
longer possible to determine introspectively that one's experience
is aesthetic, for one cannot in general determine introspectively
that one's perception of an object is correct. For the same
reason, the appeal to correct perception is a major step in the
direction of an overtly epistemic way of thinking about aesthetic
experience.
Though phenomenologists writing in English continue to defend
phenomenological accounts of the aesthetic experience (see e.g.
Mitias 1988), most recent Anglo-American philosophers
sympathetic to any project involving the four aims mentioned at
the beginning of this chapter have assumed or tried to defend
epistemic accounts of experiencing aesthetically.

4. Problems for Theories of the Aesthetic State
of Mind

The objections by Dickie to Beardsley just discussed concentrate
on the very intelligibility of Beardsley's attempts to delineate the
aesthetic in psychological terms more than on their extensional
adeqguacy, and the criticisms of the latter kind that Dickie offers
are also pyschological in the sense that they claim that
Beardsley's view is too narrow in placing unwarranted
pyschological limitations on aesthetic experience (for instance,



that it must involve affect).

A more common way of arguing that a conception of aesthetic
experience is too narrow is to claim that it results in an
excessively formalistic view of what matters about works of art,
and thus of what the appreciator must notice in order to
experience them correctly and what the critic should consider in
interpreting and evaluating them.

The basis for this sort of objection is not only a claimed close
connection between art and the aesthetic (e.g. the claim that
aesthetic qualities are the qualities a critic or appreciator of art
must grasp in order to understand and evaluate a work), but also
the assumption of a connection between aesthetic experience
and some other area of the realm of the aesthetic (e.g. the
assumption that aesthetic qualities can be explained as the
appropriate objects of aesthetic experience).

This objection often begins by appealing to another psychological
notion of the aesthetic, the notion of the aesthetic attitude, a
state of mind variously described as distanced, detached, or

disinterested. (Dickie 1974 subjects various versions of this
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view to criticisms similar to the ones he brings against
Beardsley's account of the aesthetic experience, though
Bearsdsley himself does not appeal to the notion of the aesthetic
attitude.) The idea of the aesthetic attitude is often taken to be
logically prior to that of the aesthetic experience—an aesthetic
experience is what one has if, under the right circumstances, one
takes the aesthetic attitude. The crucial thing about this attitude
iIs that in it one ignores or suppresses some occurrent state or
states of mind, for example the desire that a concert one is
attending be financially successful and the thought that the hall
is barely half full, in the interests of making room for another,
say, the enjoyment of the concert.
Given this picture of different states of mind competing for
mental space, and the obvious fact that some states of mind can
effectively preclude anything that could be called an aesthetic
experience (as preoccupation with a concert's finances can
prevent one from enjoying it), there is a strong temptation to try



to make the mind safe for aesthetic experience, so to speak, by
lengthening the list of states of mind to be ignored or suppressed
in the aesthetic attitude, consequently shortening the list of
states of mind compatible with aesthetic experience, and,
correlatively, the list of properties appropriate as the object of
such experience, and thus relevant for the interpretation,
appreciation, and evaluation of works of art. The question is
where to draw the line, but the extreme to which this process
tends is a view of aesthetic experience as resolutely segregated
from historical or contextual knowledge or moral, religious, and
political beliefs, and a view of qualities of form and design of
works of art as exhibited in their mere appearances as their only
aesthetically relevant properties. (Beardsley's list of the
properties that afford aesthetic gratification, quoted above, goes
some distance in the direction of this extreme but does not reach
all the way to it, given its inclusion of ‘regional qualities’, among
which Beardsley numbers features such as garishness and
gracefulness.)

Another problem for accounts of aesthetic experience in general
has been that they are in danger of being too broad, seeming to
encompass experiences that are not aesthetic, for instance
sexual experiences and drug experiences. The view that such
experiences are not aesthetic seems to depend on the very
plausible assumption that sexual partners and pills are not works
of art, as well as the more contentious assumption that the
connection between art and the aesthetic is such that granting
that experiences like these are aesthetic would imply that they
were (or at least had some claim to being considered to be)
works of art.

Finally, to the extent that these accounts are genuinely
psychological (as opposed to, say, to being sociological,
historical, or anthropological), they seem to presuppose that
aesthetic experience is in some sense generically human, not
restricted to any one historical period, social class, or culture. In
consequence, their defenders must have some reply to theorists
who suggest that the very idea of the aesthetic as it is
understood by contemporary philosophers is a creation of the
eighteenth-century European bourgeois Enlightenment (see e.qg.
Eagleton 1990) and to anthropologists who find it highly
problematic that people in non-Western or pre-literate or pre-
historic societies have
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anything like the same kind of experience that we contemporary
Westerners characteristically have when we attend to works of
art.
Recent epistemic accounts of aesthetic experience, then, have
generally not only been constructed with most or all of the four
ambitions listed at the beginning of this chapter in mind: they
must also have been designed to confront charges of
psychological myth-making, of excessive formalism about art, of
a failure adequately to distinguish aesthetic experience from its
near neighbours, and of the dubious attribution of a
characteristically modern Western experience to pre-modern
and/or non-Western people.

5. Four Recent Epistemic Accounts of the
Aesthetic State of Mind

Prominent recent epistemic accounts of aesthetic experience
include those offered by Malcolm Budd, Jerrold Levinson, Kendall
Walton, and Roger Scruton.

In Budd (1995) the discussion of aesthetic experience is part of
an account of value in works of art. Budd's central claim is that
the ‘artistic value’ of a work of art consists in the ‘intrinsic value
of the experience the work offers’, where the experience the
work offers is taken to be an experience in which the work is
understood and its qualities directly grasped.

A notable feature of this claim is that the notion of the aesthetic
does not appear in it. Budd does not call the experience the work
offers an aesthetic experience; in fact, he rarely uses the term
‘aesthetic’. At one point he does say that a work's artistic (not
aesthetic) value depends on its aesthetic (not artistic) qualities,
so it would perhaps be possible to construct on the basis of this
and his central claim an account of the aesthetic experience as
the experience of what the work offers, and to conjecture that
substituting ‘aesthetic’ for ‘artistic’ in the phrase ‘artistic value’
would not be seriously misleading in this context. To do this
would shift the explanatory burden to the notion of aesthetic
qualities—or else run the danger of making any quality of a work



of art that can be experienced with understanding relevant to its
artistic value. Unless something like this is done, however, it is
not at all clear that the experience in question, explained as it is
in terms of the understanding of works of art and yielding a
criterion of value for works of art, could be afforded, for example,
by nature.

On the other hand, Budd might well view the whole enterprise of
carving out a realm of the aesthetic—the whole apparatus of
aesthetic experience, aesthetic objects, aesthetic qualities,
aesthetic value, and their ilk—as fundamentally misguided. What
would remain is an epistemic state of mind that is especially

appropriate to works of
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art, that is indeed intitially identified by its relation to artworks.
Budd plausibly claims that his view is free of such psychological
myths as a specific aesthetic emotion or a ‘disconnected’ attitude
appropriate to art, and there seems no reason to suppose that
one must be literate or Western or have a particular—indeed,
any—concept of the aesthetic to value intrinsically the experience
that something affords.
Budd's view, moreover, is far from narrowly formalistic, for he
insists that an understanding of a work's message and its history
is essential to ‘the experience it affords’. Nor is there any danger
that this state of mind, defined in Budd's way, will be confused
with, for example, drug experiences. But neither is it clear how
he would deal with the intuition that appropriate experiences of
nature and of works of art have something in common that
distinguishes them from drug experiences. Finally, read this way,
the whole account is hostage to a prior understanding of the
concept of art. Budd's view may perhaps best be taken as an
attempt to capture the idea that what matters most about works
of art is the experience they afford, without appealing to the idea
of a specifically aesthetic experience (or the idea of an aesthetic
anything else).
Levinson (1996) provides an account of aesthetic pleasure based,
at least implicitly, on an account of what it is to experience
something aesthetically:



Pleasure in an object is aesthetic when it derives from
apprehension of and reflection on the object's individual
character and content, both for itself and in relation to the
structural base on which it rests. (Levinson 1996: 6)

Levinson immediately infers something tantamount to the claim
that apprehending and reflecting on something in the specified
way is appreciating it aesthetically, from which it seems to follow
straightforwardly that experiencing something aesthetically is
apprehending and reflecting on its individual character and
content, both for itself and in relation to the structural base on
which it rests.

This account resembles Beardsley's account of aesthetic
gratification, in that it distinguishes aesthetic pleasure (or
appreciation or experience) from other kinds in terms of its
intentional object. In Beardsley's case it was not entirely clear
whether the object in question was merely phenomenal. In
Levinson's it seems clear that it is not, which suggests that in
some sense what is aesthetic about the state of mind is no longer
its mental aspect. In one way, at least, the basic idea of the
aesthetic here seems to be the idea of the properties and
relations apprehended, which might as well be dubbed aesthetic
properties.

It may be, therefore, that Levinson no longer wholeheartedly
shares the ambition of distinguishing an aesthetic state of mind.
He is thus perhaps relatively unlikely to be suspected of
psychological myth-making; in general, too, there seems no
reason to suppose that prior to the eighteenth-century invention
of the aesthetic, or in pre-literate or pre-historic societies, people
were unable to ‘apprehend and reflect on’ something's ‘individual
character and content’. (Anthropological evidence that they do or
did is presented in Maquet (1986), and relevant philosophical
support is supplied in Davies (1999) and Dutton (1999), albeit in

a context in which
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the main question is whether other cultures have art, rather than
whether people in those cultures have aesthetic experience.)
Levinson clearly does aim to explain the aesthetic as independent



of art, and he views nature as experienceable aesthetically in the
same sense as art is. A start is made towards articulating
connections between aesthetic pleasure and other parts of the
realm of the aesthetic. The concept of aesthetic pleasure
articulated here clearly does not apply to the pleasures of sex or
drugs. Finally, the idea of what is to be ‘apprehended and
reflected on’ in aesthetic appreciation is explicitly designed to be
‘art-appropriate’ in including matters of content and the way in
which content is expressed that go well beyond the narrowly
formal.

Walton (1993) discusses aesthetic pleasure in the course of
developing a theory of aesthetic value, a theory initially focused
squarely on the value of works of art. To gain the benefits of a
work's value is to appreciate it, which is more than enjoying it:
‘Aesthetic’ pleasures include the pleasure of finding something
valuable, of admiring it. One appreciates the work. One does not
merely enjoy it; one takes pleasure or delight in judging it to be
good. (Walton 1993: 504)

This account of aesthetic pleasure as pleasure taken in noting
something's value is modified by requiring that the pleasure in
question must not be merely self-congratulatory but must be
pleasure in the thing's ‘getting... [one] to admire it’, and it must
be pleasure that is appropriate, in some sense that includes but
Is evidently not limited to moral appropriateness.

This account of the complex and self-referential aesthetic state of
mind is clearly an epistemic one. Though it is explicitly tailored to
the experience of works of art, it is not clear on that account that
one could not get aesthetic pleasure from a work without
appropriately experiencing it, for example by hearing it, if itis a
piece of music, so long as one knew that, for example, it was
elegantly economical in expressing what it does. Couldn't one
come to know this, for instance, by examining the score and the
text, and thus come to enjoy admiring the piece?

There seems, though, to be nothing psychologically dubious or
peculiarly modern and Western about the state of mind
described, and the account speaks to the problem of
distinguishing aesthetic pleasure from the merely sensual or
druginduced, while somewhat warily admitting some perhaps not
obviously aesthetic pleasures into the club, such as pleasure in a
hoe that is marvellously suited to its task. At the same time, the
view, insisting as it does on the aesthetic relevance of a work's



message and morality, is not formalistic.

Various other aesthetic notions, chiefly aesthetic value (the
capacity to elicit aesthetic pleasure in appreciators), are
explicated by Walton in terms of the aesthetic state of mind,
while none of the terms used in explicating it (‘appreciate’,
‘enjoy’, ‘admire’, ‘find value in’) makes appeal to any prior notion
of the aesthetic or the artistic.

Given that the account is explicitly framed to deal with the
evaluation of works of art, or at least of artefacts in general, and

given Walton's claim that ‘admiration
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is paradigmatically, if not essentially, an attitude we have in part
towards people’, the idea that nature can be the object of the
aesthetic state of mind seems initially problematic for his view.
The solution, which Walton suggests accounts for both
similarities and differences between the appreciation of art and
the appreciation of nature, is to claim that it is possible to replace
admiring with a related attitude, such as being in awe of or
wondering at, in taking pleasure in admiring something, without
the resulting state of mind ceasing to be aesthetic.
The most striking feature of the concept of aesthetic experience
defended in Scruton (1974) is the role the concept of imagination
plays in it. Scruton insists that, for example, the sadness in a
piece of music is not a genuine property of it, and that the
judgement that a piece is sad is, therefore, not cognitive in the
sense of having a truth value. Sadness is rather an ‘aspect’ of a
piece, and our making the judgement that a piece is sad involves
imagining that it is—entertaining but not asserting the thought
that it is sad in the way that people are.
Aesthetic appreciation is then, roughly, the appropriate
enjoyment of an object for its own sake. The force of the phrase
‘enjoyment of an object for its own sake’ is to restrict
appreciation pretty much to direct experience of something, for
example hearing a piece of music—neither free-floating fantasies
nor purely intellectual cognitions generally qualify. Being thus
restricted to ‘an object for its own sake’, it is natural, if not
logically necessary, that we enrich our experience of it by



exercising our imagination, ‘thinking of, and attending to, a
present object (by thinking of it, or perceiving it, in terms of
something absent)’, and the thoughts and feelings thus aroused
by the object become ‘part of the experience... itself,
transform[ing] it without diverting it from its original object’.
Despite Scruton’'s explicit denial that aesthetic experience is
cognitive in the sense of putting us in contact with properties of
its objects, imaginative thinking, as an ingredient in aesthetic
experience, must remain grounded in and appropriate to the
object. To have an aesthetic experience of a piece of music as
sad, for example, it must be appropriate to experience the piece
in a way consonant with the thought of it as a sad person. This is
sufficient, on Scruton's view, to make aesthetic appreciation an
activity that is subject to rational evaluation, and seems to be
enough to make the view an epistemic one in the broad sense
that in it aesthetic experience is conceived of as subject to
epistemic standards.

Scruton speaks of ‘the aesthetic attitude’ as essentially aiming at
aesthetic appreciation as just characterized. But this is not a
psychological myth of the sort critiqued by Dickie, nor does it or
the aesthetic appreciation aimed at seem restricted to modern,
literate, Western societies. Further, although imagination is not,
for Scruton, definitive of the aesthetic, it is intimately enough
associated with it to make it important that the concept of
imagination be respectable; and Scruton certainly shows that it is
an idea with wide application, and not just one conjured up for
immediate theoretical purposes. Again, the object-directed and
normative aspects of the aesthetic experience serve to

distinguish it from such things as drug
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experiences, and the incorporation of thought into the
imaginative experience that so naturally enriches it both
distinguishes aesthetic experience from sexual experience and
allows aesthetic appreciation to extend beyond the narrowly
formal.
Scruton, in contrast to Budd, shows no reluctance to invoke a
wide variety of aesthetic notions—aesthetic aspects, aesthetic



properties, aesthetic perception, the aesthetic object, aesthetic
judgement—some of which he criticizes but others of which he
uses relatively uncritically. Although he does not go far in relating
them systematically, nothing but a lack of interest appears to
stand in the way of his doing so.

Finally, it is for Scruton an important fact, but only a contingent
one, that ‘the principal objects of aesthetic interest are works of
art’. That this fact is contingent is shown by our clear ability to
take an aesthetic attitude, incorporating imaginative thought,
towards nature. On Scruton's view, however, the discernment of
expressive and representational features of objects, central to
our aesthetic experience of them, typically depends on an
understanding of those objects as works of art, which is not
required for our appreciation of natural beauty:

The thoughts and feelings involved in aesthetic interest can
acquire a full elaboration only if the aesthetic object possesses
just those features that are characteristic of art. (Scruton 1974:
163)

Most epistemic accounts of aesthetic experience seem to assume
a realistic account of the properties that are the objects of that
experience. In something like the same way that non-realistic
accounts of truth can sustain a distinction between knowledge
and belief even in the absence of a commitment to real
properties of objects, however, Scruton's non-realistic account of
aesthetic aspects can support a genuinely epistemic account of
aesthetic experience, with the further advantage that a non-
realistic account of aesthetic features seems more initially
plausible than non-realism about properties generally.

6. Two Critiques of Recent Theories of

Aesthetic Experience

Richard Shusterman (1997) and Noél Carroll (2000), both of
whom associate the recent revival of interest in the concept of
aesthetic experience among philosophers with a reaction within
the general culture to what Shusterman calls ‘the anaesthetic
thrust of [the twentieth]... century's artistic avant-garde’,
criticize the results of this revival in different ways.

Shusterman identifies four central features of the ‘tradition of
aesthetic experience’:

First, aesthetic experience is essentially valuable and enjoyable;
call this its evaluative dimension. Second, it is something vividly



felt and subjectively savored, affectively absorbing us and
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focusing our attention on its immediate presence and thus
standing out from the ordinary flow of routine experience; call
this its phenomenological dimension. Third, it is meaningful
experience, not mere sensation; call this its semantic
dimension.... Fourth, it is a distinctive experience closely
identified with the distinction of fine art and representing art's
essential aim; call this the demarcational-definitional dimension.
(Shusterman 1997: 30)
While situating his own work in both the analytic and Deweyan
traditions, Shusterman usefully summarizes critiques of aesthetic
experience by twentieth-century continental writers (e.g. Adorno,
Benjamin, Heidegger, Gadamer, Bourdieu) as focusing on a
conception of aesthetic experience ‘narrowly identified with fine
art's purely autonomous reception’ and requiring ‘mere
phenomenological immediacy to achieve its full meaning’, and he
argues convincingly that such a faulty conception is not a
necessary consequence of the four central features of the
tradition he has identified.
Shusterman argues, however, that the Anglo-American critique
and development of the concept of aesthetic since Dewey,
beginning with Dickie's critique of Beardsley, has unfortunately
slighted the evaluational dimension, promoted the semantic at
the expense of the phenomenological, and emphasized the
demarcational-definitional, in contrast to a Deweyan
‘transformational’ conception, which would aim to ‘revise or
enlarge the aesthetic field’, rather than merely to ‘define, delimit,
and explain the aesthetic status quo’.
Shusterman does not discuss any of the epistemic accounts
mentioned above, but not only do they appear to be fully capable
of answering the Continental critique as he describes it, but also
they challenge in various ways his narrative of the trend in recent
Anglo-American aesthetics and point in some of the same
directions he favours. For one thing, although none emphasizes—
and some deny—a distinctive phenomenology of aesthetic
experience, the example of Beardsley suggests that this denial is



not entailed by epistemic accounts. The distinction between
phenomenological and epistemic accounts need not be an
exclusive one, and epistemic accounts are not prevented from
conceiving aesthetic experience as ‘vividly felt and subjectively
savored’. Again, the value and enjoyability of aesthetic
experience is a major theme in epistemic accounts, though
Shusterman says more than they tend to say in defending that
value against the anaestheticization not only of aesthetic theory,
but of recent art.

On the other hand, the connection that epistemic accounts
propose between aesthetic experience and art, though typically
intimate, need not be a defining one. Moreover, even if it is, it
typically does not ‘delimit’ the aesthetic experience in the sense
of restricting it to art; nor does it necessarily promote the
‘aesthetic status quo’ in the sense that it is inimical to the idea
that aesthetic experience may be afforded by novel and
unexpected objects. It is not clear, therefore, that epistemic
accounts are necessarily wrong to decline to follow Shusterman
all the way back to Dewey.

If Shusterman seeks to recover a concept of aesthetic experience
that began to erode with Dickie's critique of Beardsley, Carroll

aims to reinforce and amplify that
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critique. On his view, the most that can be said about the
aesthetic experience of an artwork is that it
involves design appreciation and/or the detection of aesthetic
and expressive properties and/or attention to the ways in which
the formal, aesthetic, and expressive properties of the artwork
are contrived. (Carroll 2000: 207)
Such a ‘deflationary, content-orientated, enumerative’ approach
is foreshadowed in the previously discussed writings of both Budd
(1995) and Levinson (1996), following Beardsley (1982); but in
Carroll's paper it more clearly emerges from a thoroughgoing
critique of more ambitious views. (Note, too, that Carroll
explicitly limits his discussion to the aesthetic experience of
artworks, thus deliberately bypassing the question whether there
IS some aesthetic state of mind common to our intercourse with



artworks and with nature, a policy perhaps in keeping with his
deflationary conclusion.)

Carroll argues that the ‘essentialist’ aim of discovering some
‘common thread’ that runs through experiences of the sorts of
properties just enumerated is a failure, in particular, that what he
takes to be the central thesis of those who defend more
substantive accounts of the aesthetic state of mind—the thesis
that an essential feature of aesthetic experience is that it is
valued for its own sake—cannot be sustained. (Like Shusterman,
Carroll does not discuss any of the epistemic accounts mentioned
above, but the idea of intrinsic value has been seen to be
particularly prominent in Budd 1995.)

In defending this position, Carroll first points out that there is a
long history of instrumental defences of aesthetic experience,
and that in fact people who value the experience of the
mentioned properties of artworks frequently insist that they
value such experiences instrumentally, for the various goods
such as insight, self-improvement, and the like that they
allegedly provide. (Recall claims of this sort, mentioned above, in
Beardsley 1958.) As an objection to the idea of intrinsic valuing,
this observation seems to depend at least in part on supposing
that, if one values something intrinsically, then one cannot also
value it instrumentally. Such a view could perhaps be reasonably
attributed to those who think of the aesthetic state of mind as
largely excluding other states of mind (those, for example, who
defend certain conceptions of the ‘distanced’ aesthetic attitude);
but the defenders of the aesthetic state of mind as in part
constituted by intrinsic valuing are not necessarily to be found
among them—at least, not in virtue of their commitment to that
view of the aesthetic state of mind.

Even if this point is waived and it is supposed, as seems
plausible, that nothing logically prevents someone from
simultaneously valuing an experience both intrinsically and
instrumentally, this fact makes the attribution of intrinsic
valuings of such experiences in particular cases problematic in
the face of what Carroll sees as the general adequacy of
instrumental valuings to explain people's motivations in seeking
out such experiences, for such attributions would then come to

depend on
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dubious intuitions about what people would have done had they
not valued such experiences instrumentally. Valuing intrinsically,
then, at least as applied to aesthetic experience, threatens to
dissolve into another psychological myth.
Even if we suppose that the idea of valuing an experience
intrinsically is not in itself suspect, however, Carroll insists that
the view that
aesthetic experience is necessarily a matter of experience valued
for its own sake... seems wildly implausible. (Carroll 2000: 204)
He asks us to imagine two people in ‘precisely the same type-
identical computational state relevant to understanding and
processing’ a painting, one of whom values that understanding
and processing intrinsically but not instrumentally, the other of
whom values it instrumentally but not intrinsically. (We may
imagine that the latter is, say, an evolutionary psychologist who
espouses a theory according to which experience of a painting is
never in fact valued intrinsically but is seen as worth having only
because it provides benefits such as enhancing the viewer's
discriminatory powers.) One's experience has been motivated by
a belief different from the other's, but it seems ‘perfectly
arbitrary and completely unsatisfactory’ to maintain, as one who
takes a finding of intrinsic value to be logically necessary for the
having of an aesthetic experience must, that ‘[one]... is
undergoing an aesthetic experience, but [the other]... is not’
(and indeed cannot, so long as he persists in holding a theory
incompatible with his intrinsically valuing such experience).
The defender of intrinsic valuing as essential to aesthetic
experience may reply, first, that the alleged incapacity of the
evolutionary psychologist to have an aesthetic experience on the
view in question seems no more necessary than, say, the alleged
inability of a sceptic to know anything, or of an eliminative
materialist to hold any beliefs at all. That a theory entails that a
certain state of mind is impossible does not itself entail that a
holder of that theory cannot be in that state.
On the other hand, the ‘mental processing’ that is ‘type-identical’
between Carroll's two imagined viewers certainly exemplifies the
kind of state that epistemic accounts of the aesthetic state of
mind emphasize, and it perhaps deserves to be called an



aesthetic experience in the epistemic sense of ‘experience’ if
anything does. But it seems to be open to the defender of the
idea of a distinctively aesthetic state of mind to regard that state
as complex in something like the way that, on the account in
Walton (1993), aesthetic pleasure, i.e. pleasure in judging
something to be good, is. Just as that state, according to Walton,
iIs compounded out of taking pleasure and finding value, the
aesthetic state of mind, on the view to which Carroll objects, may
be compounded, in a different way, out of finding value and
experiencing in an epistemic sense. Whether such an account
could evade Carroll's objections and at the same time fulfil most
or all of the four ambitions mentioned at the beginning of this
chapter remains to be seen. (For an attempt to characterize an
aesthetic state of mind—specifically, aesthetic appreciation, in
something like this way—see Iseminger 1981; for a development
of this characterization specifically in the service of an aesthetic

account of the nature of art, see Anderson 1999.)
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7. Conclusion

In general, epistemic accounts of the aesthetic state of mind
need not depend on psychologically mythical states of mind (at
least, not on mythical states of mind that are peculiarly
aesthetic), nor on states of mind unavailable to members of pre-
literate, pre-historic, or non-Western societies. They are capable
of answering the most obvious objections to the effect that they
lead to excessive formalism about art and that they are unable to
distinguish the aesthetic state of mind from those associated with
drug experiences or sensual pleasures. They can be characterized
without appeal to the concept of art or to prior concepts of the
aesthetic. They are consistent with, but do not entail, the view
that aesthetic experience has a distinctive phenomenology.
Where a defender of such an account aims to use it to articulate
such related notions as aesthetic value, an epistemic idea of
aesthetic experience appears to enter into relations appropriate
for such articulation, though it may be that in pursuing this aim
some other idea of the aesthetic, such as aesthetic properties,



ultimately emerges as basic. Epistemic accounts of aesthetic
experience seem able to explain the close connection between art
and the aesthetic while still allowing for the aesthetic experience
of nature. If one is inclined to believe that there is an aesthetic
state of mind and that it is worthwhile to be in it, it seems
reasonable to continue to pursue most or all of the four aims
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter in the course of trying
to make precise an idea of the aesthetic state of mind that
incorporates an epistemic conception of aesthetic experience.
See also: Aesthetic Realism 1; Aesthetic Realism 2; Beauty;
Aesthetics of Nature; Value in Art; Aesthetics and Cognitive
Science.

Bibliography

Anderson, J. (1999). ‘Aesthetic Concepts of Art’, in N. Carroll
(ed.), Theories of Art. Madison, Wis.: University of Wisconsin
Press, pp. 65-92.

Beardsley, M. (1958). Aesthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of
Criticism. New York: Harcourt Brace.

—— (1969). ‘Aesthetic Experience Regained’. Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 28: 3—11.

—— (1982). The Aesthetic Point of View. Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press.

Budd, M. (1995). Values of Art. London: Penguin Books.
Bullough, E. (1912). ‘Psychical Distance as a Factor in Art and as
an Aesthetic Principle’, British Journal of Psychology 5: 87-98.
Carroll, N. (2000). ‘Art and the Domain of the Aesthetic’. British
Journal of Aesthetics 40: 191-208.

—— (2002). ‘Aesthetic Experience Revisited’. British Journal of
Aesthetics 42: 145-68.

Davies, S. (1999). ‘Non-Western Art and Art's Definition’, in N.
Carroll (ed.), Theories of Art. Madison, Wis.: University of
Wisconsin Press, pp. 199-216.

Dewey, J. (1934). Art as Experience. New York: Putnam.
end p.115

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE
(www.oxfordhandbooks.com)
© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2010. All Rights Reserved
Dickie, G. (1965). ‘Beardsley's Phantom Aesthetic Experience’.
Journal of Philosophy 62: 129—36.
—— (1974). Art and the Aesthetic: An Institutional Analysis.



Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Diffey, T. J. (1990). ‘Schopenhauer's Account of Aesthetic
Experience’. British Journal of Aesthetics 30: 132-42.

Dutton, D. (1999). ““But They Don't Have Our Concept of Art™”, in
N. Carroll (ed.), Theories of Art. Madison, Wis.: University of
Wisconsin Press, pp. 217-38.

Eagleton, T. (1990). The Ideology of the Aesthetic. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell.

Genette, G. (1999). The Aesthetic Relation, trans. G. M.
Goshgarian. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Iseminger, G. (1981). ‘Aesthetic Appreciation’. Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism 41: 389-97.

Levinson, J. (1996). The Pleasures of Aesthetics. Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press.

Maquet, J. (1986). The Aesthetic Experience. New Haven: Yale
University Press.

Mitias, M. (1988). The Possibility of Aesthetic Experience.
Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff.

Nehamas, A. (1998). ‘Richard Shusterman on Pleasure and
Aesthetic Experience’. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 56:
49-51.

Petts, J. (2000). ‘Aesthetic Experience and the Revelation of
Value’. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 58: 61—71.
Rosebury, B. (2000). ‘The Historical Contingency of Aesthetic
Experience’. British Journal of Aesthetics 40: 73—88.

Scruton, R. (1974). Art and Imagination. London: Methuen.
Shusterman, R. (1997). ‘The End of Aesthetic Experience’.
Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 55: 29-41.

Stolnitz, J. (1961). ‘On the Origins of “Aesthetic
Disinterestedness™. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 20:
131-44.

Walton, K. (1993). ‘How Marvelous! Toward a Theory of Aesthetic

Value’. Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 51: 499-510.
end p.116

Top
Privacy Policy and Legal Notice © Oxford University Press, 2003-
2010. All rights reserved.

Levinson, Jerrold (Editor), Department of Philosophy,
University of Maryland
The Oxford Handbook of Aesthetics



Print ISBN 9780199279456, 2005
pp. [117]-[135]

6 Aesthetics of Nature
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The long period of stagnation into which the aesthetics of nature
fell after Hegel's relegation of natural beauty to a status inferior
to the beauty of art was ended by Ronald Hepburn's ground-
breaking paper (1966). In this essay, which offers a diagnosis of
the causes of philosophy's neglect of the aesthetics of nature,
Hepburn describes a number of kinds of aesthetic experience of
nature that exhibit a variety of features distinguishing the
aesthetic experience of nature from that of art and endowing it
with values different from those characteristic of the arts, thus
making plain the harmful consequences of the neglect of natural
beauty. The subtlety of Hepburn's thought precludes simple
summary, and | will do no more than enumerate a few of his
themes that have been taken up and developed in the now
flourishing literature on the aesthetics of nature (although not
always with the nuanced treatment accorded them by Hepburn).
First, there is the idea that, through being both in and a part of
nature, our aesthetic involvement with nature is typically both as
actors and spectators. Second, there is the idea that, in contrast
to what is typical of works of art, natural things are not set apart
from their environment as objects of aesthetic interest: they are
‘frameless’. Third, there is the idea that the aesthetic experience
of nature should not be restricted to the contemplation of
uninterpreted shapes, colours, patterns, and movements. Finally,
there is the idea that the imaginative realization of the forces or
processes that are responsible for a natural thing's appearance or
are active in a natural phenomenon is a principal activity in the
aesthetic experience of nature.
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1. An Aesthetics of Engagement

Arnold Berleant (1993) stresses the first two of these ideas in the
course of proposing what he calls an ‘aesthetics of engagement’
for the aesthetic appreciation of nature (something he
recommends as a model for the appreciation of art also), which
represents the aesthetic subject as being an active participant in
a condition of perceptual immersion in the natural world, with a
sense of continuity of the subject's self with the forms and
processes of nature, in place of traditional aesthetics, which is an
aesthetics of disinterested contemplation, the subject being an
observer distanced from a clearly circumscribed object of
aesthetic interest. But an aesthetics of engagement is not a
sound development from these two ideas and it suffers from
three principal defects. First, as Hepburn (1998) has insisted,
being essentially in, not over-against, the landscape does not
prevent our aesthetic experience from being contemplative,
which often it properly is. Second, the principal conception of the
notion of disinterestedness in traditional aesthetics is Kant's,
according to which a positive affective response to an item is
disinterested only if it is not, or is not just, pleasure in the
satisfaction of a desire that the world should be a certain way, a
way indicated by one's perception. And disinterestedness of
response in this sense is not only compatible with the various
aspects of engagement that Berleant articulates which are
aesthetic, but is a condition that, it seems, any satisfactory
understanding of the notion of an aesthetic response must
satisfy. Third, Berleant's rejection of both contemplation and
disinterestedness, coupled with a failure to replace them with
alternatives that are viable components of specifically aesthetic
experience or appreciation, disqualifies his aesthetics of
engagement with nature from being acceptable either as an
account of nature appreciation or as a conception of aesthetic
experience of nature.

2. Environmental Formalism
One version of the view, rejected by Hepburn, that aesthetic



appreciation consists in the aesthetic appreciation of
uninterpreted items—items considered independently of the kinds
they exemplify—is formalism. Environmental formalism is
formalism about the aesthetic appreciation and evaluation of the
natural environment. Allen Carlson (1979b) has developed an
argument against environmental formalism built on the first two
of Hepburn's ideas listed above. Formalism maintains that (i)
aesthetic appreciation should be directed towards those aspects
that constitute the form of the object, and (ii) the aesthetic value
of an object is entirely determined by its formal qualities. The
perceived form of an object consists of ‘shapes, patterns, and
designs’.
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Formal qualities are ‘qualities of such forms, such as their being
unified or chaotic, balanced or unbalanced, harmonious or
confused’. So formal qualities are qualities that objects or
combinations of objects have in virtue of their shapes, patterns,
and designs. But these arise from (consist of) the relations
among the sensory qualities of objects—qualities of textures,
colours and lines. So in a wider sense the perceived form of an
object consists of textures, colours, lines, shapes, patterns, and
designs.
It is this wider notion of perceived form that figures in Carlson's
understanding of the doctrine of formalism. Accordingly,
environmental formalism holds that, in the aesthetic appreciation
of the natural environment, one must abstract from the nature of
the items that compose the environment—Iland, water,
vegetation, or hills, valleys, rivers, trees, and so on—and focus
solely on the environment's perceived form, its lines, colours,
and textures and the relations in which they stand to one
another; and that a portion of nature is aesthetically appealing in
so far as its perceived form is unified, is balanced, possesses
unity in variety or whatever, and is aesthetically unappealing in
so far as it is disharmonious or lacks integration.
The essence of Carlson's argument against environmental
formalism is this. A crucial difference between traditional art
objects and the natural environment is that, whereas works of



art are ‘framed or delimited in some formal way’, the natural
environment is not. And this entails a difference between the
formal qualities of (traditional) works of art and those of the
natural environment. For the formal qualities of a work of art ‘are
in large part determined by the frame’: they ‘are (or are not)
unified or balanced within their frames and in relation to their
frames’. Hence a work's formal qualities, the recognition of which
must underpin a correct evaluation of the work, ‘are an important
determinate aspect of the work itself and so can be easily
appreciated. But it is only a framed view of the natural
environment, not the environment itself, that possesses formal
qualities: any part of the environment can be seen from
indefinitely many different positions and framed in indefinitely
many different ways, and whatever formal qualities it is seen to
possess will be relative to the frame and the position of the
observer, appearing unified or balanced from one position as
framed in a certain manner, chaotic or unbalanced from a
different position or when framed differently.

Now the conclusion that the natural environment does not itself
possess formal qualities, but only appears to possess formal
qualities when framed from particular positions, does not seem to
make much, if any, dent in the doctrine of environmental
formalism. For the formalist can concede the relativity of formal
qualities to frames and points of view, and so the necessity of
framing to aesthetic appreciation, and yet still maintain that the
aesthetic appreciation of the natural environment consists in the
appreciation of formal qualities—the different formal qualities
presented by the environment as variously framed from
whatever points of view an observer chooses.

The conclusion that Carlson favours is the stronger claim: that
the natural environment as such does not possess formal

qualities, by which he means that, when
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appreciated aesthetically in the appropriate mode, it is not
possible to see it as having any formal qualities. His argument
runs as follows. The appropriate mode of appreciation of the
natural environment is ‘the active, involved appreciation of one



who is in the environment, being a part of and reacting to it’.
But:

In framing a section of the environment, one must become a
static observer who is separate from that section and who views
it from a specific external point. But one cannot be engaged in
the appropriate active, involved appreciation while maintaining
the static, external point of view required by framing. In short,
one cannot both be in the environment which one appreciates
and frame that environment; if one appreciates the environment
by being in it, it is not a framed environment which one
appreciates. (Carlson 1979b: 109-10)

But this argument is not compelling. Even if the appropriate
mode of aesthetic appreciation of the natural environment is of
the active, involved kind, this should not be understood to imply
that one must never become a static observer on pain of
forfeiting one's right to be thought of as engaged in the aesthetic
appreciation of the environment. There is nothing amiss in being
a static observer of an ever changing skyscape, and choosing a
spot to stop at and contemplate a scene from is a proper part of
the aesthetic appreciation of the natural environment, not
something inconsistent with it. So Carlson has not established
that the natural environment cannot be appreciated and valued
aesthetically in terms of its formal qualities just because the
appropriate mode of aesthetic appreciation precludes this.
Nevertheless, environmental formalism's insistence that the
aesthetic appreciation of the natural environment must not be
directed at items in the environment conceptualized as what they
are (clouds, trees, valleys, and so on) is certainly unwarranted,
being a product of a conception of aesthetic appreciation that,
without adequate justification, restricts aesthetic experience to
the experience of items in abstraction from the kinds they
exemplify, a conception no better suited to the aesthetic
appreciation of the natural environment than to that of art.

3. Nature's Expressive Qualities

The alternative that Carlson (1979b) proposes to environmental
formalism is that the natural environment must be appreciated
and valued aesthetically in terms of its various non-formal
aesthetic qualities, such as expressive qualities (serenity,
majesty, sombreness) and qualities like gracefulness, delicacy,
and garishness. One weakness with this proposal is the unclarity



of the range and nature of expressive qualities. If austerity is
severe simplicity, serenity tranquillity (calmness, lack of
disturbance), ominousness the property of being threatening,
and majesty the property of being grand (imposing), then (i) a
desert landscape is literally austere (severely simple), a quiet

meadow serene (lacking in disturbances), the sky before a storm
end p.120

PRINTED FROM OXFORD HANDBOOKS ONLINE
(www.oxfordhandbooks.com)

© Copyright Oxford University Press, 2010. All Rights Reserved
ominous (indicative of an approaching threat), and a mountain
range majestic (imposing in virtue of being formidable, and so
inspiring fear, respect, or awe); and (ii) no specifically aesthetic
sensibility is needed to detect the austerity, serenity,
ominousness, and majesty (so that, on one understanding of the
aesthetic, they are not aesthetic qualities). But if this is typical of
so-called expressive qualities, expressive qualities will be limited
to those qualities that items literally possess, a nonstandard use
of the notion and one that, it seems, Carlson himself (1976) does
not embrace. And this suggests either that the kind of
understanding proposed above, of austerity, serenity,
ominousness, and majesty, is mistaken—'majestic’ could of
course be understood to import the ideas of dignity and nobility,
properties that a mountain range does not literally possess—or
that Carlson’'s notion of expressive qualities accommodates
qualities of heterogeneous kinds. It is regrettable that, although
in recent years a considerable body of work has been produced
on expression in art, no satisfactory account has been given of
the experience of nature as the bearer of expressive properties
(despite the notable attempt of Wollheim 1991).
But the uncertain character of expressive qualities does not itself
weaken the force of two arguments that Carlson has developed in
which expressive qualities figure, one being directed specifically
against environmental formalism, the other not.
The argument directed specifically against environmental
formalism (Carlson 1977) maintains that formalism cannot
explain the loss of aesthetic value to the natural environment
caused by various intrusions into it by humanity, such as the
construction of a power line that passes through it. For from a
formalist point of view a power line might not only be



aesthetically attractive in itself but, taken together with its
environment, constitute an aesthetically attractive formal design,
even, perhaps, helping to frame or balance a view of the
landscape. So what does explain the loss of aesthetic value?
Carlson's answer is: ‘the non-formal aesthetic qualities of the
natural environment which are affected by the actual presence of
the power line and/or by its own non-formal aesthetic qualities’:
For example, the relevant natural environment may have certain
expressive qualities due to its apparent or actual remoteness, but
the expression of these qualities may be inhibited by the
presence of the power line, or the power line may itself have
certain expressive qualities which, unlike its formal qualities, do
not ‘fit’ with the expressive qualities of the natural environment.
(Carlson 1997: 159)

(The idea is that the expressive qualities of the power line,
perhaps aggression and power, might be incongruous with the
expressive qualities of the natural environment, perhaps
tranquillity.)

Carlson's other argument (1976) is a defence of the view (the
‘eyesore argument’) that one good reason why the natural
environment should be cleaned of the human detritus that
clutters it is that (i) the refuse is not aesthetically pleasing, and
(i) an aesthetically pleasing environment is preferable to one

that is not. The objection that
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Carlson wishes to counter is that there is a cheap alternative to
removing the refuse: if the refuse is initially found aesthetically
displeasing, one can develop one's camp sensibility such that it
becomes aesthetically pleasing. He meets this objection in two
ways. The first concedes that the camp alternative to cleaning up
the environment works fine against the eyesore argument in the
sense in which something can be aesthetically pleasing in virtue
of its colours, shapes, textures, patterns (the ‘thin sense’), but
not in the sense in which something can be aesthetically pleasing
in virtue of these and its expressive qualities (the ‘thick sense’).
(Carlson considers roadside clutter to be unsightly primarily
because of its [negative] expressive qualities.) For (i) the



expressive qualities of litter are such qualities as waste,
disregard, and carelessness; and (ii) although camp sensibility
can make us more aware of such qualities, most of us are unable
to enjoy aesthetically the expression of such qualities.
Furthermore, if we are unable to find an object aesthetically
pleasing in the thick sense because of the negative nature of its
expressive qualities, this often makes it difficult or impossible to
aesthetically enjoy the object in the thin sense. Hence if camp
sensibility makes us more aware of an item's negative expressive
qualities, it will render us unable to enjoy it aesthetically at all.
Accordingly, an object with such negative expressive qualities
cannot be aesthetically enjoyed by adopting camp sensibility.
But, since this argument depends on two empirical claims that
might be contested, Carlson offers the following sketch of an
alternative line of argument—a moral/aesthetic argument. To
enjoy aesthetically the expressive qualities of refuse would be to
condone the values and attitudes that are responsible for it and
in virtue of which it possesses those expressive qualities, since
aesthetic enjoyment of something counts against wishing to
eliminate it. But these values and attitudes—waste, disregard,
carelessness—are morally unacceptable, and condoning the
morally unacceptable is itself morally unacceptable. Accordingly,
even if it is possible to enjoy litter aesthetically (in the thick
sense), morally we should not.

Carlson (1977), and to some extent Carlson (1976), has been
critically examined by Yuriko Saito (1984). But her focus shifts
away from aesthetically unfortunate intrusions of humanity into
nature to the destruction of nature; and the dilemma she ends by
confronting Carlson with is ineffective against a position that
does not conceive of the aesthetic as a realm impermeable by
ethical considerations—a position embraced by Carlson (1986).

4. The Aesthetic Appreciation of Nature as

Nature
Given that the aesthetic appreciation of nature should not be
thought of as the aesthetic appreciation of (arrays of)

uninterpreted particulars, how should it be
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understood? A surprisingly popular conception, one that aligns
the aesthetic appreciation of nature with the appreciation of art
extremely closely, represents the aesthetic appreciation of nature
as consisting in nature's being regarded as if it were art. But it is
clear that any version of the view that the aesthetic appreciation
of nature involves regarding nature as if it were art will suffer
from two defects. First, it will be unable to provide a successful
argument that takes us from the undeniable fact that it is
possible to regard a natural object as if it were a work of art to
the conclusion that this is how we must or should regard natural
objects when we experience them aesthetically. Second, it will be
untrue to the phenomenology of the aesthetic experience of
nature—at least, to the character of my own and many others'
experience (Budd 2000).
The rejection of this conception of the aesthetic appreciation of
nature raises the question of what the correct alternative is. The
obvious alternative is that the aesthetic appreciation of nature
should be thought of as the aesthetic appreciation of nature as
nature—more particularly, the aesthetic appreciation of a natural
item as the natural item it is (Budd 1996). (Compare artistic
appreciation, which is the appreciation of art as art, so that,
accordingly, the artistic appreciation of a particular work of art is
the appreciation of it as the work of art it is, which involves
experiencing it under the concept of the kind of work it is, as a
painting rather than a colour photograph, for example.)

5. Categories of Nature and Objectivity

Carlson (1981) both argues for this conception of the aesthetic
appreciation of nature and uses it to counter the view that,
whereas aesthetic judgements about works of art—judgements
about the aesthetic properties of works of art—aspire to and are
capable of being objectively true, aesthetic judgements about
nature are condemned to relativity. In other words, the view is
that, whereas a work of art really does possess certain aesthetic
properties, so that it is straightforwardly true that it is exuberant,
serene, or full of a sense of mystery, for example, natural items
can properly be thought of as possessing certain aesthetic
properties only relative to whatever the way may be in which
someone happens to perceive them. His argument turns on ideas
expressed by Kendall Walton.



Walton (1970) has shown, with respect to works of art, that (i)
what aesthetic properties an item appears to possess—what
aesthetic properties we perceive or experience the item as
possessing—is a function of the category or categories under
which it is experienced (i.e. what sort of thing it is perceived as
being); and (ii) what
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aesthetic properties an item really possesses is determined by
the right categories to experience the item as falling under—it
really possesses those aesthetic properties it appears to possess
when perceived (by a duly sensitive person, under the
appropriate conditions, and so on) in the right categories to
experience the item as belonging to, that is in its correct
categories. The aesthetic significance of the categories under
which a work is perceived is due to the fact that various non-
aesthetic perceptual features are what Walton calls ‘standard’,
‘variable’, or ‘contra-standard’ with respect to a (‘perceptually
distinguishable’) category, and the perceived aesthetic character
of a work is a function of which of its non-aesthetic perceptual
features are standard, variable, or contra-standard for one who
perceives the work under that category. (A category is
perceptually distinguishable only if, in order to determine
perceptually whether something belongs in it, it is never
necessary to decide this partly or wholly on the basis of non-
perceptual considerations.)
The question is whether Walton's two theses transfer to nature,
as Carlson argues they do. The essence of Carlson's argument is
this: The psychological thesis does. That is, it is at least
sometimes true that what aesthetic properties a natural item
appears to possess are a function of the category under which it
IS experienced. For consider, first, the aesthetic appreciation of a
natural object—an animal of a certain species, say. If we have
some knowledge of what is standard for animals of that species—
their adult size, for example—this knowledge will affect the
aesthetic properties an animal of that kind, perceived as such,
appears to us to possess if, for example, it falls far short of, or is
considerably greater than, that standard size. Thus, Shetland



ponies are perceived as charming and/or cute and Clydesdale
horses are perceived as majestic and/or lumbering when
perceived as belonging to, and judged with respect to, the
category of horses. Consider, second, the aesthetic appreciation
of the natural environment. Here is an example of Hepburn's:
Suppose | am walking over a wide expanse of sand and mud.
The quality of the scene is perhaps that of wild, glad emptiness.
But suppose | bring to bear upon the scene my knowledge that
this is a tidal basin, the tide being out. The realization is not
aesthetically irrelevant. | see myself now as walking on what is
for half the day sea-bed. The wild glad emptiness may be
tempered by a disturbing weirdness. (Hepburn 1966)

(Note that the aesthetic properties a natural item is experienced
as possessing might well wot change if the item is experienced
first under one natural category—say, a category it does not in
fact belong to—and then under another—one it does belong to:
the apparent aesthetic properties of a heavenly body that | have
landed on, considering it to be a planet, need not be vulnerable
to the later realization that it is, not a planet, but a moon.)
What about the philosophical thesis? Are there, from the
aesthetic point of view, correct and incorrect categories in which
nature can be perceived, or should the correctness or otherwise
of aesthetic judgements about nature (unlike those about art) be
understood as relative to whatever category someone happens to

perceive something
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natural as falling under? If there are such categories, then the
‘category-relative interpretation’ of aesthetic judgements about
nature—the interpretation of them as implicitly containing a
reference to some particular category or set of categories, so
that apparently opposed judgements about the aesthetic
properties of a natural item are compatible—is mistaken.
Carlson's answer is that there are correct categories, both for
natural objects and for the natural environment. These are the
categories, established by natural history and natural science,
that the natural item falls under: the correct categories are the
categories that natural items actually belong to.



The main difficulty that needs to be overcome if the philosophical
thesis is to be transferred successfully to nature is the
establishment of the correct categories (if there are such) in
which nature can be perceived, which means which of those
concepts of nature a natural item falls under—for it falls under
many—it should be perceived under from the aesthetic point of
view, where this means that perception under these concepts
discloses the aesthetic properties it really possesses and thereby
makes possible a proper assessment of its aesthetic value. For
example, the reason, in the case of art, for prioritizing a more
specific category to which an item belongs over a less specific
category to which it belongs—for identifying the more specific
category as the correct category to perceive the item under from
the aesthetic point of view—where the artist intended it to be
perceived not just under the more general category but under
the more specific category as well, is lacking in the case of
nature. On the other hand, a reason would need to be provided
for prioritizing a less specific category—for insisting that a
Shetland pony or a Clydesdale should be perceived not under the
category Shetland pony or Clydesdale, but under the category
horse. In the absence of such reasons, neither a more specific
nor a more general category can be deemed the correct
category, in which case a natural item cannot be deemed to
possess a particular set of aesthetic properties, but will possess
contrasting sets for at least some of the categories of which it is
a member. But in any case, there are important disanalogies
between art and nature which render the application of the
philosophical thesis to nature problematic, and which are
relevant to an assessment of the doctrine of positive aesthetics
with respect to nature (see Section 8 below).

6. Positive Aesthetics

Positive aesthetics with respect to nature maintains that, from

the aesthetic point of view, nature is unlike art in that negative
aesthetic evaluative judgements are out of place—out of place

because pristine nature is essentially aesthetically good, that is
always has a positive aesthetic value. Two linked questions

immediately arise: ‘What
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exactly is the force of this doctrine?’ and ‘Is there any good
reason to embrace it?’ Clearly, the acceptability of the doctrine
depends on what form it takes, and it can assume many different
forms in accordance with the answers it gives to three kinds of
question: (i) of scope (what elements or aspects or divisions of
nature it applies to); (ii) of strength (whether, e.qg. it disallows
the attribution of negative aesthetic qualities to nature, or
disallows comparative judgements about natural items that
assign a higher aesthetic value to one item than to another); and
(iii) of modal status (Godlovitch 1998a,b; Budd 2000).
It would be a very small step from the proposition that no natural
item, or combination of items, possesses negative aesthetic
qualities to the conclusion that every natural item, or array of
such items, has a positive overall aesthetic value—a step
vanishingly small, given the kind of freedom that characterizes
the aesthetic appreciation of nature (see Section 8). For this
freedom guarantees that any natural item will offer something of
positive aesthetic value, something that is aesthetically
rewarding, even if the rewards are very small. But, while it is
clear that nature is immune to many of the defects to which
works of art are liable—nature cannot be trite, sentimental, badly
drawn, crude, insipid, derivative, or a mere pastiche, for
example—the premiss is questionable, holding true for, at most,
items that are not, or do not contain, forms of life. A negative
aesthetic quality is a quality that, considered in itself, makes a
negative contribution to an item's aesthetic value and so
constitutes an aesthetic defect in the item. For a work of art to
possess a negative aesthetic quality in the relevant sense, it
must be defective as a work of art. Likewise, for a natural item to
possess a negative aesthetic quality, it must be defective as a
product of nature. But this means that it must be defective as an
instance of the kind of natural thing it is. And this is possible only
for forms of life: a cloud, a sea, a boulder, cannot be a defective
cloud, sea, or boulder, for the kinds of things they are—clouds,
seas, boulders—Ilack natural functions that particular instances of
them might not be well suited to perform. Perhaps one species of
organism can properly be thought of as being defective in
comparison with another such species. But however that might
be, a member of a species can be a defective instance of that



species, for example malformed, or unable to function in one or
more ways normal for the species, perhaps disabling it from
flourishing in the manner characteristic of the species; and only
living things can be in an unhealthy state, be ill, decline, and die.
If the possibility that nothing in nature, or nothing within the
scope of the doctrine of positive aesthetics, can possess negative
aesthetic qualities, qualities that, unless outweighed, would
endow their subject with a negative aesthetic value overall, is left
aside, then arguments for a positive aesthetics of nature—
arguments that do not rest on that assumption—do not appear
compelling. Allen Carlson (1984) has demolished three
arguments that might be offered in support of the doctrine, but
has provided two of his own, one (Carlson 1984) based on the
claim that positive aesthetic considerations partly determine the
categories that are created by science to render the natural world

intelligible, the other (Carlson 1993) maintaining
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that the appreciation of nature must be understood as a form of
so-called ‘order appreciation’, which implies that the appreciation
of nature consists in the selection of objects of appreciation in
the natural world and focuses on the order (the natural order)
imposed on them by the forces of nature, the selection, ‘which
makes the natural order visible and intelligible’, being governed
by the story given by natural science.
It is unclear exactly which version of positive aesthetics with
respect to nature these arguments are intended to establish. But
it is clear that they certainly fail to establish the most ambitious
version of positive aesthetics: that each individual natural item,
at each moment of its existence (or, slightly weaker, considered
throughout its duration), has a roughly equal positive overall
aesthetic value; and there are reasons for believing that it is not
possible to show that the superstrong version of positive
aesthetics is correct (Budd 2000). To change the scope of the
doctrine of positive aesthetics from individuals to kinds would
effect no alteration in the doctrine unless sense can be given to
the idea of a kind possessing a positive aesthetic value that does
not reduce to the idea that each instance of the kind has that



value. But even if this is possible—perhaps it would be possible
to invoke the idea of a normal instance of the kind—the doctrine
would still be hazardous. One reason is the diversity of categories
of nature, introducing different principles of identity and
individuation for the items that belong to them, and recording
such different phenomena as mere visual appearances, items
defined as what they are by the use made of them, by what has
brought them about, or by their relation to other natural items—
think for instance of the categories of cloud, tributary, seashell,
gust of wind, stamen, sky, forest, egg, flash flood, geyser, cave,
stalactite, lodge or nest, eye of storm, swamp, herd, school, or
swarm, bone, snakeskin, dune or wave, nut, eclipse, fossil,
aurora. Given this diversity, given that nature was not perfectly
designed for aesthetic contemplation or appreciation by human
beings, and on the assumption that natural things are possible
subjects of negative aesthetic qualities, it would be remarkable if
everything in nature, no matter how nature is cut at the joints,
were to have a roughly equal positive overall aesthetic value.

7. Models of Nature Appreciation

Carlson has suggested that a model of the aesthetic appreciation
of nature, and in particular of the natural environment, that will
indicate what is to be aesthetically appreciated and how it is to
be aesthetically appreciated—something we have a good grasp of
in the case of works of art—is needed. In the case of art, we
know what to appreciate in that we can distinguish a work and its
parts from anything else and its aesthetically relevant aspects

from those that are not aesthetically relevant; and we
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know how to appreciate in that we know what actions to perform
in order to appreciate the work. But what about nature and the
natural environment? This is problematic in the case of nature
because of a vital difference between art and nature. Our
knowledge of what and how to appreciate in the case of art
stems from the fact that works of art are our own creations. But
nature is not our creation. Carlson's (1979a) proposed solution to
this problem is his natural environment model.



The leading idea of the natural environment model is that, to
appreciate nature aesthetically for what it is and for the qualities
it has, the fact that the natural environment is (a) natural, and
(b) an environment must play a central role. Now an
environment is our surroundings, the setting within which we
exist, which we normally experience through all our senses,
although usually only as background. To appreciate it
aesthetically, we must (using all our senses) foreground it—that
(in outline) is how to appreciate an environment aesthetically.
But the natural environment is natural, not a work of art, and as
such has no boundaries or foci of aesthetic significance. So what
IS to be aesthetically appreciated in the natural environment? The
answer is that the considerable common-sense/scientific
knowledge of nature that we possess, which transforms our
experience from what would otherwise be meaningless,
indeterminate, and confused to being meaningful, determinate,
and harmonious, provides ‘the appropriate foci of aesthetic
significance and the boundaries of the setting’. Accordingly, ‘to
aesthetically appreciate nature we must have knowledge of the
different environments of nature and of the systems and
elements within those environments’. And, because there are
different natural environments, how to aesthetically appreciate
the natural environment varies from environment to
environment:

we must survey a prairie environment, looking at the subtle
contours of the land, feeling the wind blowing across the open
space, and smelling the mix of prairie grasses and flowers. But...
in a dense forest environment... we must examine and scrutinize,
inspecting the detail of the forest floor, listening carefully for the
sounds of birds and smelling carefully for the scent of spruce and
pine. (Carlson 1979a: 273-4)

Furthermore, a requirement of the natural environment model—
one that Carlson uses against the so-called object model—is that
the appreciation of a natural item, whether or not it is still in its
environment of creation, must involve the consideration of it as
located in its environment of creation and shaped by the forces
at work in that environment (on pain of misrepresenting the
item's expressive properties).

There are many problems with the natural environment model. |
will highlight two problems of scope that afflict it. First, there is
the question of the intended scope of the model. Although



focused on the appreciation of the natural environment, it
appears to be offered as the correct model not just for the
appreciation of the natural environment, but for the aesthetic
appreciation of nature. But this would be to identify the aesthetic

appreciation of nature with the aesthetic
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appreciation of the natural environment, and would rule out the
possibility of aesthetically appreciating a natural object (as
natural) that is not in its natural environment of creation, unless
in appreciating it it is considered (in imagination) in relation to its
place and history in its former context. But trees planted in
towns, for example, can be aesthetically appreciated as being
natural objects, even though they are located in and have grown
up in a non-natural or partly non-natural environment, and have
spent their early weeks in pots in a greenhouse, as can—to take
the most obvious case—the flowers in one's garden. In any case,
Carlson's natural environment model seems skewed to the
appreciation of inanimate objects, or of living natural objects that
lack the power of locomotion. Creatures capable of movement
have no natural position in their environment of creation and
need not, and often do not, remain in it—as with birds, who
emerge from their eggs and leave their nests (in one sense their
environments of creation) and move around in the atmosphere
and on the surface of the earth.
The second problem of scope concerns not the scope of the
model, but the scope of the knowledge relevant to the aesthetic
appreciation of nature. Carlson's thesis is that common-
sense/natural scientific knowledge of nature is essential to the
aesthetic appreciation of nature. But how much knowledge about
a natural item is relevant? If not all, what makes a piece of
knowledge relevant to the item's aesthetic appreciation? For
instance, what knowledge of the sun and its relation to the earth
(the sun's great or exact distance from the earth) is relevant to
the appreciation of a sunset, and in virtue of what is this
knowledge relevant? On the one hand, it is clear that not
everything that is true of a natural item needs to be understood
in order to appreciate it aesthetically as the natural item it is. A



flower is the sexual organ of a plant. But to judge a flower to be
a beautiful flower it is not necessary to know its function as the
sexual organ of a plant, let alone to appreciate it with respect to
how well it performs that natural function. On the other hand, it
is clear that scientific knowledge can enhance the aesthetic
appreciation of nature (Budd 1996). The effectiveness of
Carlson's claim that knowledge of what is standard for natural
things of a certain kind will affect the aesthetic properties an
item of that kind appears to possess can be conceded. But this
does not go far enough. All it shows is the aesthetic relevance of
a certain sort of category of nature that an item is perceived as
instantiating: it does not engage with the issue of what the
distinction is between relevant and irrelevant knowledge of
nature. Carlson appears not to recognize this lacuna in his
position.

As an illustration of this deficiency in Carlson's account, Robert
Stecker (1997) has responded in the following way to Carlson's
use of Hepburn's example of a tidal basin, the wide expanse of
sand and mud which appears to have different aesthetic qualities
depending on whether it is perceived as just a beach or as a tidal
basin. The shore of a tidal basin can be appreciated in three
ways, none of which is malfounded: as beach, as sea-bed, as
sometimes beach-sometimes sea-bed. And although the last is

more ‘complete’ than the first two, since it comprehends each of
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them, there is no good reason to prefer the more complete
conception, which might, but well might not, enhance one's
appreciation. Furthermore,
The more complete conception can still be supplemented
indefinitely with knowledge of the physics of tides, the
ecosystems of the basin, and additional facts from biology,
chemistry and geology... Nature does not guide us in selecting
among this possible information, since encompassing all these
facts, it is indifferent about which we mine in pursuit of aesthetic
enjoyment. (Stecker 1997: 398)
For Carlson, the aesthetic qualities that an item actually
possesses are those that it appears to possess (to the right



perceiver, under the right conditions) when it is perceived in its
correct category. The correct category in which to perceive the
expanse of sand and mud is the category of tidal basin;
accordingly, the quality of the expanse of sand and mud is not
just that of wild, glad emptiness, but of wild, glad emptiness
tempered by a disturbing weirdness (Carlson 1984). Note that,
although the expanse of sand and mud appears to have different
qualities when perceived in the categories beach and tidal basin,
the categories are not incompatible: each of them is a correct
category—the category only a beach, never a sea-bed would be
an incorrect category—and the qualities are related in the
following way. The second is the first with an additional feature,
a qualifying characteristic. Accordingly, in itself the example is
relatively unproblematic for Carlson: what would be deeply
problematic would be a case in which the qualities the item
appears to possess when perceived in two correct categories are
incompatible. Nevertheless, Carlson shows no awareness of the
fact that both beach and tidal basin are correct categories and
appears to select as the correct category the more encompassing
one, simply because it is more encompassing.

Stecker draws the conclusion that ‘it is not clear that knowledge
of nature can perform the same function as that of art’, namely
that of delimiting aesthetically relevant knowledge. But the
notion of delimiting aesthetically relevant knowledge of nature is
ambiguous, and there are two gquestions that must be
distinguished. (I focus on natural objects.) On the one hand,
there is an issue about what can properly figure in the aesthetic
appreciation of a particular natural object: are there facts about
a natural object that are irrelevant to its aesthetic appreciation
(as natural), i.e. that could not constitute part of its aesthetic
appeal or inform its aesthetic appreciation? On the other, there is
an issue about what must figure in that appreciation if the
appreciation is not to be defective, imperfect, shallow, or in some
other way inadequate: is there a set of facts about a natural
object, each of which is essential to its (full) aesthetic
appreciation, no fact outside the set being relevant? Stecker's
conclusion gives a negative answer to the second question. But
this does not imply a negative answer to the first. In fact, the
first should receive a positive answer, although it is not easy to
explain why various kinds of fact are disqualified from figuring in
the aesthetic appreciation of a natural item (Hepburn 1996; Budd



1996).
Noél Carroll (1993) has advanced an arousal model, not as a
replacement for the natural environment model, but as ‘a co-

existing model’ (each of these models
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applying to some, but not all, of those responses to the natural
world that constitute aesthetic appreciation of it, the two models
sometimes overlapping). Carroll's model is simply that of being
emotionally moved by nature, of emotions being appropriately
aroused by nature, not all such emotions being rooted in a
cognitive component containing a scientific category as part of its
content. For example,
we may find ourselves standing under a thundering waterfall and
be excited by its grandeur; or standing barefooted amidst a silent
arbor, softly carpeted with layers of decaying leaves, a sense of
repose and homeyness may be aroused in us. (Carroll 1993:
245)
When we are overwhelmed and excited by the grandeur of the
towering cascade of water, we focus on certain aspects of the
natural expanse—‘the palpable force of the cascade, its height,
the volume of water, the way it alters the surrounding
atmosphere, etc.’—a focusing that does not require any special
scientific, or even common-sense, ecological knowledge. And
being exhilarated by grandeur is an appropriate response to what
is grand. Hence there is a form of aesthetic appreciation of
nature (as nature) that does not conform to the natural
environment model. (Note that Carroll understands Carlson's
natural environment model to require systematic knowledge of
natural processes, so that the common-sense knowledge that is
involved in the aesthetic appreciation of the waterfall—that what
is falling down is water, for example—is not common-sense
knowledge of nature of the kind the natural environment model
demands.) Moreover, so Carroll argues, this mode of aesthetic
appreciation of nature is such that (a) it can yield the conclusion
that aesthetic judgements about nature can be objectively
correct—a conclusion that Carlson appears to believe can be
yielded only by the natural environment model—because



aesthetic judgements based on or expressive of emotional
responses to appropriate natural objects possess objectivity; and
(b) there is no good reason to accept that it must be a less deep
appreciation of nature than one informed by natural history, if
depth of response is a matter of intensity and
‘thoroughgoingness’ of involvement.

Carroll neglects to specify that, for an emotion appropriately
aroused by nature to constitute aesthetic appreciation of nature,
the emotional response must be an aesthetic response, and not
every emotional response to nature is an aesthetic response, let
alone an aesthetic response to nature as nature; moreover, not
only does he not provide an account of what makes a response
an aesthetic response, but some of his examples of emotional
responses to nature are definitely not aesthetic responses.
However, these defects are easily rectified.

Carlson (1995) does not press this point and adopts a different
tack: prescinding from the question of what constitutes an
aesthetic response to an item, he focuses on the notion of
appreciation. (Carlson's 1995 account of appreciation is
contested by Godlovitch 1997. Carlson 1997 effectively counters
Godlovitch's critique.) Since the appreciation of an item requires
some information about it (sizing it up), correct or appropriate
appreciation of an item requires knowledge of that item. It
follows that, if a certain piece, or number of pieces, of knowledge
is required for appropriate appreciation of nature, then an

emotional response not based on the
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required knowledge is not an appreciative response. It is clear
that the arousal model does not exclude whatever knowledge is
required for appropriate appreciation of nature from being the
basis of an emotional reaction to nature that constitutes aesthetic
appreciation of nature. The question, therefore, is whether it
incorrectly deems cases of emotional response to nature that are
not based on the required knowledge as instances of appropriate
appreciation of nature. This depends on what knowledge is
required for aesthetic appreciation of nature. The natural
environment model maintains that the required knowledge is



‘that which is provided by the natural sciences and their
commonsense predecessors and analogues’, whereas the arousal
model rejects such knowledge as being required for appropriate
appreciation of nature.

Carlson here makes two moves. The first exploits a feature of
one of Carroll's examples in an attempt to show that the arousal
model collapses into the natural environment model. The
example is one of being moved by the grandeur of a blue whale,
‘its size, its force, the amount of water it displaces’. But
knowledge of the amount of water a blue whale displaces—by
which it is clear that Carroll means not exactly how much water,
but only that the amount is large—is, ‘if not exactly
straightforwardly scientific, at least the product of the
commonsense predecessors or analogues of science’; so that
appreciation of the whale, grounded partly in the amount of
water it displaces, is based on knowledge of the kind required by
the natural environment model, ‘even though that knowledge
comes from the commonsense end of the spectrum ranging from
science to its commonsense analogues’. Similarly, Carlson is
inclined to regard the knowledge that what, in Carroll's waterfall
example, is cascading down is water as the product of the
common-sense predecessors and analogues of natural science.
And, although he is prepared to concede that perhaps this is not
‘systematic knowledge of nature's working’, this is, for him, a
negligible concession. For Carlson concludes that instances of
appreciation of nature in accordance with the arousal model that
are based on knowledge only of this kind are at best minimal, so
that, as far as the knowledge element of appropriate appreciation
of nature is concerned, there is no significant difference between
the arousal and natural environment models, the first focusing on
the most minimal, the second on the fuller and richer levels of
such appreciation.

It will be clear that Carlson’'s response runs up against the
problematic issue of the extent of aesthetically relevant
knowledge of nature. And, since not every kind of appreciation is
aesthetic appreciation, a response based on a deeper, as
opposed to a shallower, appreciation (in the sense of
understanding) of the nature of a natural item is not
automatically indicative of a deeper, as opposed to a shallower,
aesthetic response to that item, one that is the manifestation of a
fuller and richer appreciation of that item from the aesthetic



point of view. Without an account of what it is for appreciation to

be specifically aesthetic, and a principled distinction
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between knowledge that is relevant and knowledge that is not
relevant to the aesthetic appreciation of a natural thing, Carlson
cannot press home his critique of the arousal model.

8. Objectivity, Positive Aesthetics, and Models

of Nature Appreciation

I can now make good my claim (in Section 5) about the
existence and significance of disanalogies between art and nature
with respect to the constraints imposed on appropriate
appreciation by the relevant categories to which the items
belong, and to indicate the consequences this has for the idea of
a natural item's aesthetic properties and value and so for the
viability of the transference to nature of Walton's philosophical
thesis, for the doctrine of positive aesthetics with respect to
nature, and for the idea that a model of the aesthetic
appreciation of nature is needed.

The various art forms are sometimes divided into those for which
the members are immutable types (such as composed music)
and those for which the members are spatio-temporal individuals
(such as paintings). But some philosophers reject the distinction,
maintaining that all works of art are types. Whichever position is
to be preferred, individual natural items differ from works of art
in ways that have far-reaching consequences for the aesthetic
properties they can properly be deemed to possess, considered
as the things they are, and for their overall aesthetic value as
such natural things.

First, lacking the immutability of types, they are subject to
change, and the changes they undergo will result in the
possession of different aesthetic properties at different times;
and, unlike what is characteristic of works of art that are mutable
spatio-temporal individuals (if any are), they lack an optimal
condition, according to their creator's intention, in which their
aesthetic properties are manifest.

Second, the relation between the category of art that a work



belongs to and the appropriate artistic appreciation of that work
is very different from the relation between the category of nature
that an item belongs to and the appropriate aesthetic
appreciation of that item (as the natural item it is). For, whereas
a work's artistic category (i) is definitive of the mode of
perception required for the appreciation of the work, if there is a
single mode, or of the various modes, if more than one is
necessary, or of the order in which the work's contents should be
assimilated, if no particular mode or set of modes is necessary,
but only one capable of processing information in the right
manner, as with the novel; (ii) deems certain modes of
perception and engagement with the work inappropriate; and (iii)
indicates how the appropriate mode or modes of perception
should be employed, i.e. at what it should (or should not) be

directed and under what conditions, a natural thing's
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category of nature does none of these things. Accordingly, not
only do a natural item's aesthetic properties change over time as
it undergoes change, without any set constituting the aesthetic
properties of the item qua the natural item it is, but its
appearance is affected by climatic conditions, the observer's
point of view, season, time of day, sense modality, power of
magnification or amplification, and so on, none of these being
optimal or mandatory, so that the range of its aesthetic
properties is typically open-ended in a manner uncharacteristic of
works of art.
It follows that the aesthetic appreciation of nature is endowed
with a freedom denied to the appreciation of art, which renders
the search for a model of the aesthetic appreciation of nature, in
particular the natural environment, that will indicate what is to
be appreciated and how it is to be appreciated—something we
have a good grasp of in the case of works of art—a chimerical
quest. Now, either the truth-value of a judgement about the
aesthetic properties and value of a natural item is understood (as
usually it is) in a relative manner—as relative to a particular
stage in the item's natural history, a perceptual mode, a level
and manner of observation, and a perceptual aspect—or it is not.



If it is not, then in general there is no such thing as the
appropriate aesthetic appreciation of nature, if by this is meant
‘that appreciation of an object which reveals what aesthetic
qualities and value it has’ (Carlson 1984), and the idea of a
natural item's aesthetic value, considered as the natural thing it
is, is ill-defined, in particular often being plagued by irresoluble
uncertainty as to the relevance or irrelevance of one or another
aspect of the world in which the thing is involved to its own
aesthetic value. (The artistic value of works of art that diverge
from what is, or has been, characteristic of art is, to the extent
that there is such a divergence, subject to the indefiniteness that
characterizes the aesthetic value of nature.) Accordingly, through
its uncritical use of the notion of a natural item's aesthetic value,
the doctrine of a positive aesthetics of nature, advanced in a
version that does not disallow the possession of negative
aesthetic qualities by natural items, and understood as a thesis
about instances of kinds of natural thing, must have an uncertain
status.

See also: Beauty; Aesthetic Experience; Environmental
Aesthetics.
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7 Definition of Art
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‘Art’ is most often used to refer to a set of forms, practices or
institutions. However, when we ask: ‘Is that art?’ we are usually
asking whether an individual item is a work of art. The project of
defining art most commonly consists in the attempt to find
necessary conditions and sufficient conditions for the truth of the
statement that an item is an artwork. That is, the goal is
normally to find a principle for classifying all artworks together
while distinguishing them from all non-artworks. Sometimes the
goal is set higher. Some look for a ‘real’ definition: that is, one in
terms of necessary conditions that are jointly sufficient for being



an artwork. Sometimes the aim is to identify a metaphysical
essence that all artworks have in common.

A definition of art should be distinguished from a philosophical
theory of art, which is invariably a broader project with vaguer
boundaries. Such a theory may touch on many issues other that
the issue of definition, or may even studiously avoid that issue in
favour of others. A theory of art will typically concern itself
centrally with questions of value, for example whether there is
some unique value that only artworks offer. In any case, it will
attempt to identify the valuable properties of art that are
responsible for its great importance in most, if not all, cultures. It
may give attention to cognitive issues, such as what one must
know to understand an artwork, and what it is for an
interpretation of a work to be good, acceptable, or true. A theory
of art may be interested in other sorts of responses or attitudes
to artworks, such as emotional responses. It may focus on the
fictionality characteristic of so many works of art, or on their
formal, representational, or expressive properties. It may deal
with
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the social, historical, institutional, or intentional characteristics of
art. A theory of art will address several of these issues, display
the connections among them, and sometimes, but only
sometimes, attempt to formulate a definition either of art or of
artistic value, or both on the basis of some of these other artistic
properties.
This chapter will survey the main trends that mark the history of
the project of defining art in the twentieth century before
discussing the most important efforts in the past thirty years.

1. Historical Background

Even before turning to the twentieth century, something should
be said about the historical roots of the attempt to define art. It
IS sometimes supposed that the earliest definitions of art are to
be found in the writings of ancient philosophers such as Plato and
Aristotle. In fact, one will not find, in these writers, a definition of
art, in the sense of an item belonging to the fine arts or of art in



its current sense, if that departs from the concept of the fine
arts. It is now widely accepted that the former concept was not
fully in place until some time in the eighteenth century, and
hence it seems implausible that the ancients would think in terms
of, or try to define, art in that sense. What is true is that they
wrote about such things as poetry, painting, music, and
architecture, which came to be classified as fine arts, and saw
some common threads among them. Plato was very interested in
the fact that poetry, like painting, was a representation or
imitation of various objects and features of the world, including
human beings and their actions, and that it had a powerful effect
on the emotions. Aristotle also emphasized the idea of poetry as
imitation and characterized other arts, such as music, in those
terms.

This way of thinking of the arts wielded enormous influence in
the Renaissance and Enlightenment, and so when the concept of
the fine arts solidified the first definitions of art were cast in
terms of representation, by such important figures as Hutcheson,
Batteux, and Kant. It is not necessary to set out the exact
content of all of these definitions here, since in the later period in
which we are interested they were superseded by other
approaches. Of those earlier definitions, Kant's is the one that
has had truly lasting influence. Fine art, according to Kant, is one
of two ‘aesthetic arts’, i.e. arts of representation where ‘the
feeling of pleasure is what is immediately in view’. The end of
agreeable art is pleasurable sensation. The pleasure afforded by
the representations of fine art, in contrast, is ‘one of reflection’,
which is to say that it arises from the exercise of our imaginative
and cognitive powers. Fine art is ‘a mode of representation which
is intrinsically final... and has the effect of advancing the culture
of the mental powers in the interest of social communication’
(Kant 1952: 165—6). There are elements in this conception that
survive even after the idea that the essence of art is

representation is abandoned.
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One is a series of contrasts between (fine) art, properly
understood, and entertainment (agreeable art). Art makes more



demands on the intellect but offers deeper satisfactions. Art is
‘intrinsically final’, i.e. appreciated for its own sake. Art has some
essential connection with communication.

The struggle to replace the mimetic paradigm takes place in the
nineteenth century. This occurs on many fronts, just as did the
formation of the concept of the fine arts a century earlier. Artistic
movements such as romanticism, impressionism, and art-for-
art's-sake challenge ideals associated with mimeticism and direct
attention to other aspects of art, such as the expression of the
artist and the experience of the audience. Debates among critics
in response to these movements raise questions about the
boundaries of art. The invention of photography challenges the
mimetic ideal in painting, at least if that is regarded as the
increasingly accurate, life-like representation of what we see. The
increasing prestige of purely instrumental music provides at least
one clear example of non-representational art. For some, such
music provides a new paradigm captured by Walter Pater's claim
that all the arts aspire to the condition of music. In response to
all this, new definitions of art appear, especially expression
theories, formalist theories, and aesthetic theories.

What all these theories have in common with each other, as with
mimeticism, is that they each identify a single valuable property
or function of art, and assert that it is this property that qualifies
something as art. Call these simple functionalist theories. Such
theories dominate the attempt to define art right through the
middle of the twentieth century. Although they now no longer
dominate, they are still regularly put forward. Those cited at the
end of the last paragraph have been the most important and
influential examples of this type of theory. Each deserves
attention in some detail.

2. Art as Expression

The ostensible difference between expression and representation
is that, while the latter looks outward and attempts to re-present
nature, society, and human form and action, the former looks
inward in an attempt to convey moods, emotions, or attitudes.
We seem to find instances of expressive art where representation
is de-emphasized or absent. It is very common to think of
instrumental music, or at least many pieces of music, in these
terms. As the visual arts moved towards greater abstraction,
they too often seem to de-emphasize, or abandon representation



for the sake of expression. One can even extend this to
literature, which pursued expressivist goals from the advent of
romantic poetry through the invention of ‘stream of
consciousness’ and other techniques to express interiority. So it
might seem that one could find art without representation but
not without expression. This might encourage the further
thought, independently encouraged by various romantic and
expressivist movements in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, that, even when expression and representation co-

occur, the real business of art is expression.
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Space permits the examination of only one specific proposal to
define art in terms of expression. The definition comes from
Collingwood's Principles of Art (1938). Collingwood defines art
primarily as an activity: that of clarifying an emotion, by which
he means identifying the emotion one is feeling not merely as a
general type, such as anger or remorse, but with as much
particularity as possible. Collingwood does not deny that one can
rephrase this definition in terms of a work of art rather than an
activity, but he believes that the work exists primarily in the
minds of artist and audience, rather than in one of the more
usual artistic media. However, he seems to think of the job of the
medium as enabling the communication of the emotion to the
audience who then have the same clarified emotion in their
minds, which is to say, for Collingwood, the work of art itself.
The definition has well known problems. First, even if
expressiveness, in some sense, is a widespread phenomenon in
the arts, it is far too narrowly circumscribed by Collingwood. He
prescribes a certain process by which a work of art must come
about, whereas it is in fact a contingent matter whether works
are created in the way he recognizes. Not unexpectedly, the
definition rules out many items normally accepted as art works,
including some of the greatest in the Western tradition, such as
the plays of Shakespeare, which by Collingwood's lights are
entertainment rather than art. The definition assumes that the
emotion expressed in a work is always the artist's emotion, but it
is not at all clear why a work cannot express, or be expressive of,



an emotion not felt by the artist when creating the work. In
recent years, the idea that art expresses an actual person’'s
emotion has given way to the idea that art is expressive of
emotion in virtue of possessing expressive properties, such as
the property of being sad, joyful, or anxious, however such
properties are analysed. Such properties can be perceived in the
work, and their presence in a work does not require any specific
process of creation.

Traditional expression theories like Collingwood's have been
widely rejected, even if some still believe they point towards one
of the central functions of art. However, the idea that art is
expression, qualified by a number of additional conditions, lives
on in work of Arthur Danto. Though properly regarded as an
expression theory of art, | would claim that Danto's version of
this theory arises within a sufficiently different intellectual and
artistic context as to be best treated at a later stage of this
discussion. So, putting it on hold for now, we turn to other simple
functionalist conceptions of art.

3. Formalism

Developing alongside expression theories of art were formalist
theories. If one stops thinking that art is all about representation,
a natural further thought, if one is thinking in simple functionalist

terms, is that what art is all about is form rather
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than representational content. This thought gained support from
various developments in the arts during the time of high
modernism, a long, exciting period roughly between 1880 and
1960. Though many artforms contain modernist masterpieces,
the work of painters were the paradigm and inspiration for many
of the most influential formalist theories. Cézanne in particular
was the darling of the early formalists Clive Bell (1914) and
Roger Fry (1920). Cézanne's paintings contain perfectly
traditional representational subjects—landscape, portraiture, still
life—but his innovations could be seen as formal, with virtually no
concern, furthermore, to express anything inner other than
Cézanne's eye making features of visual reality salient. These



innovations involved the use of an wide-ranging palette, a
handling of line, and an interest in the three-dimensional
geometry of his subjects, which give his figures a ‘solidity’ not
found in his impressionist predecessors, while at the same time
‘flattening’ the planes of the pictorial surface. Taking such formal
features as the raison d'étre for these paintings became the
typical formalist strategy for understanding the increasingly
abstract works of twentieth-century modernism, as well as for
reconceiving the history of art. Like the other simple functionalist
theories under discussion here, formalism is not just an attempt
to define art. It is a philosophical theory of art in the sense
indicated above. It also attempts to identify the value of art, and
what needs to be understood in order to appreciate an artwork.
A formalist attempt to define art faces several initial tasks. They
all have to do with figuring out how to deploy the notion of form
in a definition. One can't just say: art is form or art is what has
form, because everything has form in some sense. The first task
is thus to identify a relevant sense of ‘form’ or, in other words, to
identify which properties give a work form. Second, if objects
other than artworks can have form in the relevant sense, one has
to find something special about the way artworks possess such
form.

The best known and most explicit formalist definition of art is
Clive Bell's. According to Bell, art is what has significant form.
Significant form is form that imbues what possesses it with a
special sort of value that consists in the affect produced in those
who perceive it. Bell calls the affect ‘the aesthetic emotion’,
though, as Carol Gould (1994) has pointed out, this is probably a
misnomer since what he has in mind is more likely a positive,
pleasurable reaction to a perceptual experience. So Bell performs
the second task mentioned above by claiming that what is special
about form in art is that it is valuable in a special way.

However, until Bell dispatches the first of the tasks mentioned
above, i.e. until we know what he means by form, his claims
about significant form are unilluminating. Unfortunately,
regarding this task, Bell is remarkably cavalier. Being concerned
primarily with the visual arts, he sometimes suggests that the
building blocks of form are line and colour combined in a certain
way. But this is not adequate to his examples, which include: St
Sophia, the windows at Chartres, Mexican sculpture, a Persian
bowl, Chinese carpets, and the masterpieces of Poussin. Perhaps



even three-dimensional works such as buildings, bowls, and

sculptures in some
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abstract sense are ‘built’ out of line and colour. A more
straightforward way to itemize the formal properties of a bowl
would be colour, three-dimensional shape, and the patterns, if
any, that mark its surfaces. Notice that any three-dimensional
object has formal properties so characterized, and those that
have significant form are a subclass of those that have form.
Essentially the same is true in the cases of buildings and
sculptures, though these are typically far more complex in having
many parts or sub-forms that interact with each other and with a
wider environment. But a similar complexity can be found in
many three-dimensional objects, both manufactured and natural.
In the case of pictures in general, and paintings in particular,
which is the sort of visual art in which Bell was most interested,
speaking of form as arising from line and colour is, if anything,
more unilluminating because all sorts of its properties, including
the representational properties so arise. Further, it gives no
indication of the complexity of the concept as it applies to a two-
dimensional medium capable of depicting three dimensions. The
fact is that the form of a painting includes, but is hardly confined
to, the two-dimensional array of lines and colour patches that
mark its surface. As Malcom Budd (1995) has pointed out in one
of the most sensitive treatments of the topic, it also includes the
way objects, abstractly conceived, are laid out in the represented
three-dimensional space of the work and the interaction of these
two- and three-dimensional aspects.

If we can pin down the sense of form as it applies across the
various art media, can we then go on to assert that something is
an artwork just in case it has significant form? Bell's definition
hinges on his ability to identify not just form, but significant
form, and many have questioned whether he is able to do this in
a noncircular fashion. His most explicit attempts on this score are
plainly circular or empty, involving the interdefinition of two
technical terms, significant form being what and only what
produces the aesthetic emotion, and the aesthetic emotion being



what is produced by and only by significant form. Others (Gould
1994), however, have claimed that a substantive understanding
of when form is significant can be recovered from formalist
descriptions of artworks purportedly in possession of it.

Even if Bell can successfully identify significant form, his
definition is not satisfactory. It misfires in a number of respects
that are typical of the simple functionalist approach. First, it rules
out the possibility of bad art, since significant form is always
something to be valued highly. Perhaps there can be degrees of
it, but it is not something that can occur to a very small degree
unless one can say that a work has negligible significant form.
Second, it displays the common vice of picking out one important
property for which we value art, while ignoring others at the cost
of excluding not just bad works but many great works. Thus,
someone who defines art as significant form has little use for
artists like Breughel whose paintings, many of which teem with
vast numbers of tiny human figures, give a rich sense of many
aspects of human life but lack art's defining feature as Bell would

understand it.
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Perhaps there is a better way to deploy the notion of form or
formal value in a definition of art. This is a possibility that,
whatever its merits, has gone largely unexplored. Instead, those
who remained attached to the simple functionalist model turned
to an alternative approach using a more flexible concept, that of
the aesthetic. So, rather than exploring hypothetical formalisms,
we turn to this new approach.

4. Aesthetic Definitions

The concept of the aesthetic is both ambiguous and contested,
but there are other chapters in this volume devoted to the
explication of those issues, and so little will be said about them
here. For our purposes, we can stipulate that the aesthetic refers
in the first instance to intrinsically valuable experience that
results from close attention to the sensuous features of an object
or to an imaginary world it projects. Aesthetic properties of
objects are those that have inherent value in virtue of the



aesthetic experience they afford. Aesthetic interest is an interest
in such experiences and properties. Aesthetic definitions—
attempts to define art in terms of such experiences, properties,
or interest—have been, with only a few exceptions, the
definitions of choice among those pursuing the simple
functionalist project during the last thirty years. The brief
exposition above of definitions of art in terms of representational,
expressive, and formal value suggests why this is the case. Each
of the previous attempts to define art do so by picking out a
valuable feature of art and claiming that all and only things that
have that feature are artworks. One of the objections to each of
the definitions was that they excluded some works of art, even
some possessing considerable value, but not in virtue of the
feature preferred by the definition. Hence such definitions are not
extensionally adequate.

By contrast, aesthetic definitions seem, at first glance, to be free
of this problem. Form and representation can both afford
intrinsically valuable experience, and, typically, such experience
does not exclude one aspect in favour of the other. The same is
true for the experience afforded by the expressive properties of
works. All such experience can be regarded under the umbrella of
aesthetic experience.

Aesthetic definitions of art are numerous and new ones are
constantly on offer. | mention here a few of the better known or
better constructed definitions.

« An artwork is something produced with the intention of giving it the capac
satisfy aesthetic interest (Beardsley 1983).

e A work of art is an artefact which under standard conditions provides its
percipient with aesthetic experience (Schlesinger 1979).

= An ‘artwork’ is any creative arrangement of one or more media whose prir
function is to communicate a significant aesthetic object (Lind 1992).
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Despite the fact that the notion of the aesthetic better serves the



simple functionalist than the notions of representation,
expression, or form, such definitions are still are far from
satisfactory. To bring this out, consider two basic requirements
on the definition of any kind (class, property, concept) K: (i) that
it provide necessary conditions for belonging to (being, falling
under) K, and (ii) that they provide sufficient conditions for
belonging to (being, falling under) K. To be an artwork, is it
necessary that it provide aesthetic experience or even that it be
made with the intention that it satisfy an interest in such
experience? Many have thought not. Those who deny it are
impressed with art movements like Dadaism, conceptual art, and
performance art. These movements are concerned, in one way or
another, with conveying ideas seemingly stripped of aesthetic
interest. Dadaist works, such as Duchamp’'s readymades, appear
to be precisely aimed at questioning the necessary connection
between art and the aesthetic by selecting objects with little or
no aesthetic interest, such as urinals, snow shovels, and bottle
racks. Some instances of performance art appear to be based on
the premiss that political ideas can be conveyed more effectively
without the veneer of aesthetic interest. Conceptual works seem
to forgo or sideline sensory embodiment entirely.

Defenders of aesthetic definitions take two approaches to
replying to this objection. Some (Beardsley 1983) attempt to
deny that the apparent counter-examples are artworks, but this
seems to be a losing battle as the number of ostensible counter-
examples increase and gain critical and popular acceptance as
artworks. What has recently come to be the more common tack
in replying to the objection is to claim that the apparent counter-
examples do have aesthetic properties (Lind 1992). The
readymades, for example, have such properties on more than
one level. Simply regarded as objects, they have features that to
a greater or lesser degree reward contemplation. As artworks,
they powerfully express Duchamp's ironic posture towards art.
Can we deploy the notion of the aesthetic to provide a sufficient
condition for being an artwork? As the previous paragraph
already begins to suggest, any object has the potential to be of
aesthetic interest, and so providing aesthetic experience is hardly
unique to art. Beardsley's definition rules out natural objects,
since they are not made with the requisite intention, but it seems
to rule in many artefacts that are not artworks, but are made
with aesthetically pleasing features.



There are three ways in which a defender of aesthetic definitions
of art might try to cope with the pervasiveness of the aesthetic
outside of art per se. One way is to redefine what counts as art
as any artefact with aesthetic interest. (Zangwill 2000 suggests
this approach.) The problem with this move is that it just
changes the subject from an attempt to figure out why we
classify objects as art to a mere stipulation that something is art
if it is an aesthetic object. A definition that includes doughnut
boxes, ceiling fans, and toasters, even when not put forward as
readymades, is simply not a definition of art in a sense others
have attempted to capture. Second, one can attempt to rule out
non-art artefacts by claiming that artworks have a ‘significant’

aesthetic interest that distinguishes them from the ‘mere’
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aesthetic interest possessed by other artefacts (see Lind 1992).
But this line is equally unlikely to succeed. The more one requires
such ‘significance’, the less likely it is that all artworks will
possess it, for we have seen that many recent works are not
concerned primarily with creating a rich aesthetic experience.
The last strategy is to claim that, despite intuitions to the
contrary, aesthetic experience is something that is either
uniquely or primarily provided by art. This strategy faces the
daunting task of specifying an experience common to all
artworks, and one that art uniquely or primarily provides, but
without making essential reference to the concept of art. Though
some, such as Beardsley (1969), have attempted such a
specification, the consensus is that no proposal has been
successful.

5. Anti-Essentialism

Although aesthetic definitions of art continue to have adherents,
the dominant trend within this topic since the 1950s has been to
reject simple functionalism in all of its forms. This rejection
began with the more sweeping thought that the attempt to define
art is misguided because necessary and sufficient conditions do
not exist capable of supporting a real definition of art. The most
influential proponents of this anti-essentialism were Morris Weitz



(1956) and Paul zZiff (1953). Guided by Wittgenstein's philosophy
of language, they claimed that it was atypical for ordinary
language empirical concepts to operate on the basis of such
conditions. Rather, as Weitz put it, most such concepts were
‘open-textured’, meaning that the criteria by which we apply the
concept do not determine its application in every possible
situation. While the concept of art is by no means unique in being
opentextured for Weitz and Ziff, the concept still stands apart
from many other empirical concepts in one respect. For many
empirical concepts, open texture merely creates a theoretical
possibility that situations may arise in which criteria no longer
guide us, and a new decision is needed whether the concept
applies. Weitz and Ziff conceived of art as requiring such
decisions on a regular basis as new art movements continually
create novel works. This novelty provides a constant source of
counter-examples to simple functionalist definitions.

Instead of being classified by necessary and sufficient conditions,
claimed Weitz and Ziff, works are classified as art in virtue of
‘family resemblances’, or sets of similarities based on multiple
paradigms. So one work is art in virtue of one set of similarities
to other works, while another is art in virtue of a different set of
similarities. An alternative approach, also Wittgensteinian in
spirit, is that art is a cluster concept (see Gaut 2000). This
means that we can discern several different sets of properties the
possession of any of which suffices for an object to achieve art

status, but no one of which is by itself necessary for such status.
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Each of these suggestions, while proposing that the concept of
art is best captured by something other than a definition, in fact
lays the ground for new approaches to defining art. The family
resemblance view claims that the concept of art is formed by a
network of similarities. But which ones accomplish this? If none
are specified then the view is empty, since everything bears a
similarity to everything else. In fact, Ziff suggested that the
relevant domain of similarities will be social or functional in
nature, though, in the case of the latter, not in the way simple
functionalists had hoped for. As for the cluster concept view, if



the set of conditions sufficient for being an artwork are finite and
enumerable, it is already equivalent to a definition of art, viz. a
disjunctive definition.

While attempting to demonstrate that art cannot be defined,
anti-essentialism actually resulted in a whole new crop of
definitions, most of which look completely different from their
simple functionalist predecessors and rivals.

6. Danto and Dickie

In a highly influential article, Maurice Mandelbaum (1965) was
among the first to point out that the appeal to family
resemblance does not preclude, but rather invites, definition. It
may be true that when we look at the resembling features within
a literal family, we may find no one exhibited likeness that they
all have in common. However, Mandelbaum observes, family
resemblance is no more satisfactorily explicated in terms of an
open-ended set of similarities differentially shared among the
family's members; for people outside the family may also
possess the exhibited features without these thereby bearing a
family resemblance to the original set of people. Rather, what is
needed to capture the idea of family resemblance is a non-
exhibited relation, namely that of resemblance among those with
a common ancestry. Without proposing a specific definition,
Mandelbaum suggested that in attempting to define art we may
fill in the gap left to us by the family resemblance view by
appealing to some non-exhibited relational property—perhaps
one involving intention, use, or origin.

Among the first to explore the possibility of defining art in these
terms, and certainly the most influential proponents of this
approach, were Arthur Danto and George Dickie. In part because
both cast their thought about art in terms of ‘the artworld’, in
part because Danto was not explicit about his proposed
definition, for some time it was thought that they were advancing
similar definitions of art. However, it is now understood that each
was developing quite different theories, Danto's being historical
and functional and Dickie's, radically afunctional and institutional.
In some early papers, Danto (1964, 1973) outlines desiderata to
which a definition of art must conform without yet setting forth a

definition that satisfactorily meets
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the desiderata. The first point, illustrated by the readymades as
well as by such works as Warhol's Brillo Boxes, is that art and
non-art can be perceptually indistinguishable and so cannot be
marked off from each other by ‘exhibited’ properties. (A corollary
to this is that one artwork cannot always be distinguished from
another by appeal to exhibited properties.) Second, an artwork
always exists in an art historical context, and this is a crucial
condition for it to be art. Art historical context relates a given
work to the history of art. It also provides ‘an atmosphere of
artistic theory’, art being ‘the kind of thing that depends for its
existence on theories’ (Danto 1981: 135). Third, ‘Nothing is an
artwork without an interpretation which constitutes it as such’ (p.
135). Every work of art is about something, but, equally,
invariably expresses an attitude of the artist towards the work's
subject or ‘way of seeing’ the same. An interpretation, then, tells
us what the work is about and how it is seen by its maker;
further, it expresses the artist's intention on this score.
Danto's most important work in the philosophy of art, and his
most sustained attempt to discern the essence of art, is his book
The Transfiguration of the Commonplace (1981), in which he
elaborates on the considerations stated above and adds others.
However, it was left to commentators to fashion an explicitly
stated definition of art from this material. The best statement,
and one endorsed by Danto, is provided by Noél Carroll (1993:
80) as follows. X is a work of art if and only if (a) X has a subject
(b) about which X projects an attitude or point of view (c) by
means of rhetorical (usually metaphorical) ellipsis (d), which
ellipsis requires audience participation to fill in what is missing
(interpretation) (e), where both the work and the interpretation
require an art-historical context.
To a considerable extent, this definition follows the pattern of
traditional simple functionalist definitions of art. Basically,
conditions (a) and (b) give to art the function of projecting a
point of view or attitude of the artist about a subject, and this
puts it in the broad class of attempts to define art in terms of
expression. That this function is accomplished in a special way
(c), and requires a certain response from the audience (d), are
not uncommon features of expression theories. If anything sets



Danto's definition apart from other simple functionalist proposals,
it is the final condition, (e), which requires that a work and its
interpretation stand in a historical relation to other artworks.

It is this last feature that has made Danto's definition influential,
but it is not clear that it helps very much to save it from the fate
of other simple functionalist definitions. Many believe that there
are works of art that fail to meet all of the first four conditions.
For example, aren't many works of music, architecture, or
ceramics, and even some abstract or decorative works, which are
arguably not about anything, nevertheless instances of works of
art?

George Dickie's artworld is different from Danto’s. Rather than
consisting in historically related works, styles, and theories, it is
an institution. In attempting to define art in terms of an
institution, Dickie abandons the attempt to offer a definition not
only in terms of exhibited features, but in terms of functions of
any sort. Dickie originally conceived of this institution as one that

exists to confer an official
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status, even if it does so through informal procedures.
Increasingly, however, he came to view it differently, as one
geared to the production of a class of artefacts and to their
presentation to a public.
As might be guessed from his changing understanding of the
institution of art, Dickie has proposed two distinct institutional
definitions of art, the second being based on his own rejection of
the first. Both, however, have received a great deal of attention
and exercised considerable influence, so each deserves some
discussion here. The first definition goes as follows:
Something is a work of art if and only if (1) it is an artifact, and
(2) a set of aspects of which has had conferred upon it the status
of candidate for appreciation by some person or persons acting
on behalf of the Artworld. (Dickie 1974: 34)
Notice that the status conferred that makes some artefact an
artwork is the status not of being art (at least, not
straightforwardly that), but of being a candidate for appreciation,
and this status is conferred on a set of aspects of the item rather



than on the item itself. Dickie's definition itself does not tell us
who in the artworld typically confers status. One might think it
would be people like critics, art gallery owners, or museum
directors, because they are the ones who select and make salient
to a broader public aspects of a work for appreciation. However,
Dickie's commentary on the definition makes clear that he thinks
artists are the exclusive agents of status conferral. Since
conferring would seem to be an action, one might wonder what
an artist does to bring it about. It can't just be making something
with properties capable of being considered for appreciation.
Stephen Davies (1991: 85) has suggested that conferral consists
in someone with the appropriate authority making, or putting
forward, such an object.

For many, the crucial idea that makes this definition of art
institutional is that being an artwork consists of possessing a
status conferred on it by someone with the authority to do so.
However, this is precisely the idea that Dickie eventually
rejected. Rightly or wrongly, he came to view status conferral as
implying a formal process, but felt that no such process need
occur—nor, typically, does it occur—in bringing artworks into
existence.

Dickie's second definition of art is part of a set of five definitions
that present the ‘leanest possible description of the essential
framework of art’:

1 An artist is a person who participates with understanding in making a wol

art.

2 A work of art is an artifact of a kind created to be presented to an artwor

public.

3 A public is a set of persons whose members are prepared in some degree

understand an object that is presented to them.

4 The artworld is the totality of all artworld systems.

5 An artworld system is a framework for the presentation of a work of art b

artist to an artworld public. (Dickie 1984: 80-1)

The basic idea here is that the status of being art is not



something that is conferred by some agent's authority, but
instead derives from a work being properly situated in a system
of relations. Pre-eminent in this system is the relation of the

work to the artist
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and to an artworld public. It is the work's being created by the
artist against the ‘background of the artworld’ (Dickie 1984: 12)
that establishes it as an artefact of a kind created to be
presented to an artworld public, i.e. an artwork.
If we abstract from the particulars of Dickie's two definitions, one
can discern a common strategy that gives rise to a set of
common problems for his approach. In both definitions, Dickie
set out a structure that is shared with other institutions or
practices beyond the ‘artworld’. Conferral of status occurs in
many settings, and even the conferral of the status of candidate
of appreciation frequently occurs outside the artworld (whether
or not it occurs within it). For example, an ‘official’ tourist
brochure issued by a tourism board confers the status of
candidate for appreciation on some particular place. So does
official recognition that a building is ‘historical’. (Remember that
Dickie self-consciously refuses to say what kind of appreciation is
conferred by agents of the artworld.) Even advertising might be
thought to confer such status, as is certainly its aim.
How does Dickie's first definition distinguish between these
conferrals of candidacy for appreciation from art-making
conferrals? Only by referring to the artworld, i.e. gesturing
towards artforms and their making, distribution, and
presentation, without explaining what marks these off from other
status-conferring practices. Similarly, regarding the second
definition, there are many artefact production and presentations
systems outside the artworld. Wherever a product is produced for
consumers, there is such a system. How does Dickie distinguish
artworld systems from other artefact presentation systems? He
does so only by naming the artworld systems ‘artworld systems’,
I.e. by gesturing towards the relevant systems without explaining
what marks them off.
This strategy gives rise to the problems of circularity and



incompleteness (see Walton 1977; Levinson 1987; Davies 1991;
Stecker 1986, 1997). Dickie acknowledges that his definitions are
circular, but denies that this is a problem. It is clearly a problem,
however, when a definition is insufficiently informative to mark
off the extension of what it is attempting to define. Because
Dickie's definitions simply gesture towards the artworld without
marking it off from similar systems, it is incomplete for lack of
informativeness. Dickie (1989) replies that it is ultimately
arbitrary whether or not a system is part of the artworld, but
such a claim seems to be an admission that the definition cannot
be completed.

7. Historical Approaches and the Revival of

Functionalism
Others have proposed that the situation is not as hopeless as
Dickie (inadvertently) suggests. Kendall Walton (1977) was

among the first to suggest that the artworld
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systems that Dickie gestures towards might be defined
historically. Walton's suggestion is that the artworld consists of a
limited number of proto-systems plus other systems that develop
historically from these in a certain manner (1977: 98). Dickie
(1984: 76) has pointed out that this leaves unsettled the issue of
why the proto-systems belong to the artworld in the first place,
and has expressed the belief that no real explanation is possible.
This assessment may again be over-hasty. One possible place to
look for the set of original proto-systems would be the formation
of the system of the fine arts in the eighteenth century, with
poetry, painting, sculpture, architecture, and music (possibly
confined to vocal music) being the paradigmatic proto-artforms.
Surely, there is an explanation of why these forms comprised an
iImportant category at this time. This explanation might refer to a
common functional property, or, it might itself be historical. A
residual problem with this approach is whether it accounts for all
items classified as artworks. The view appears to imply that to be
art it is necessary and sufficient that it belong to an artform or
art system, and not everyone would accept both parts of that



claim (Levinson 1979; Stecker 1997). The view, even
rehabilitated along quasi-historical lines, may also fail to account
for artworks and artforms from non-western and earlier western
cultures that are conceptually but not historically linked in the
right way to the eighteenth-century prototypes.

Stephen Davies is the most important defender of the
institutional approach since Dickie. Davies does not actually offer
a definition of art, but sketches lines along which it should
develop. First, it should reinstate the idea that the artworld is
structured according to roles defined by the authority they give
to those who occupy them. Art status is conferred on works by
artists in virtue of the authority of the role they occupy. Second,
artworld institutions should be understood historically. Davies's
discussions of the historical roots of art has come to focus more
on individual artworks than on artworld systems. Consider very
early artworks. Did such works exist in an institutional setting? If
so, what gave rise to these institutions? Surely, it was even
earlier works around which the institutions grew. Davies initially
attempted to give an institutional analysis to cases like this as
well as cases of isolated artists whose work is disconnected from
art institutions as we know them (Davies 1991). His current
view, however, is that the earliest art, the prototypes from which
art and its institutions arose, are to be understood functionally.
Such items are art because their aesthetic value is essential to
their function. However, once art institutions become established,
art can develop in ways that no longer require an aesthetic—or
any other—function (Davies 1997, 2000).

In addition to attempts to historicize the institutional approach to
defining art, a number of philosophers have explored other forms
of historical definition. Jerrold Levinson has proposed that an
historical relation holding among the intentions of artists and
prior artworks is definitive of art (Levinson 1979, 1989, 1993);
James Carney claims that the relation is one holding among
historically evolving styles (1991, 1994); while Noél Carroll,

though not offering a definition, has put
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forward the suggestion that art is identified by historical



narratives which link later works to earlier ones (Carroll 1994).
Robert Stecker asserts that art is defined in terms of historically
evolving functions (1997).

Levinson's proposal is one of the best worked out and most
carefully defended. It is that ‘an artwork is a thing that has been
seriously intended for regard-as-a-work-of-art, i.e., regard in any
way pre-existing artworks are or were correctly regarded’
(Levinson 1989: 21).

One wants to know more about what it is to intend a thing for
regard-as-a-work-of-art, and why this core aspect of Levinson's
definition does not make it as tightly circular as Dickie's. It turns
out there can be two relevant types of intention. On the ‘intrinsic’
type, one intends a work for a complex of regards for features
found in earlier artworks without having any specific artwork,
genre, movement, or tradition in mind. One might intend it for
regard for its form, expressiveness, verisimilitude, and so on.
Alternatively, there is the ‘relational’ type of intention, in which
one intends an object for regard as some particular artwork,
genre, etc. is or was correctly regarded. When one fills in these
possible regards, in theory, one eliminates the expression ‘as-a-
work-of-art’, which is the basis of Levinson's defence against the
charge of circularity.

As with some other historical accounts (such as Carney's and
Carroll's), Levinson's main idea is that something is a work of art
because of a relation it bears to earlier artworks, which are in
turn art because of a relation they bear to still earlier works, and
so on. Once this is clear, it becomes obvious that, as one moves
back along the relational chain, one will come across artworks for
which there are none earlier. These earliest artworks have come
to be called ‘first art’. We need a separate account of what makes
first artworks art, and a reason for thinking that this separate
account won't serve to explain why all artworks are art, obviating
the need for a historical approach. Davies now gives an
essentially functional account of first art in his historicized
institutional approach (1997, 2000), and would claim that this
won't explain why all artworks are art because, within an art
institution, objects can acquire art status while lacking the
original function of art.

Levinson prefers to avoid this straightforwardly functionalist