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In this new soil & new growth of westhetic theory has sprung up; vich in quantity and on
the whole bigh in quality. It is too soon to write the history of this movement, but not too
late to contvibute to it.

R. G. Collingwood
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Introduction: Aesthetics
Today

In the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason (1787), Immanuel Kant
passed a severe judgment upon the nascent philosophical discipline that his own
countrymen had dubbed “aesthetics.” He wrote, in part,

The Germans are the only people who currently make use of the word “aesthetic”
in order to signify what others call the critique of taste. This usage originated in the
abortive attempt made by [Alexander] Baumgarten, that admirable analytic thinker,
to bring the critical treatment of the beautiful under rational principles, and so to
raise its rules to the rank of a science. But such endeavours are fruitless. The said
rules or criteria are, as regards their chief sources, merely empirical, and consequently
can never serve as determinate & priori laws by which our judgment of taste must be
directed. (Kant 1950: 66n)

The background against which Kant projected this pessimistic verdict on aesthet-
ics as a viable philosophical discipline was two-fold. On the one hand, as the above
quotation makes explicit, if obliquely, Kant thought that Baumgarten and the
rationalist German tradition in aesthetics had one thing right: if aesthetics was to
be a philosophical discipline, it must be free of the empirical. But as Kant saw
things in 1787, an a priori critique of taste was impossible, Baumgarten’s failed
attempt to “rationalize” aesthetics an egregious case in point.

On the other hand, the British tradition, both in aesthetics and in moral theory,
inaugurated by Francis Hutcheson, was, Kant thought, on the wrong track entirely,
right from the start, much as Kant admired some of its practitioners; for, unlike
the German rationalists, it placed the “philosophy” of the beautiful and the good,
tastc and moral judgment, squarcly in the empirical rcalm of moral and acsthetic
“psychology.” Which is to say, it was not a failed philosophy, like Baumgarten’s,
but no philosophy at all. As Kant puts this point, in one of the pre-critical Reffex-
ionen (1769-70): “The principle of Hutcheson [that is, the moral sense] is unphilo-
sophical, because it introduces a new feeling as a basis for explanation; secondly,
because it sees in the laws of the senses objective grounds” (quoted in Schilpp
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1960: 11). And again, in the Grundlengung: “Here [moral] philosophy must show
its purity as the absolute sustainer of its laws, and not as the herald of those which
an implanted sense or who knows what tutelary nature whispers to it ... These
fundamental principles must originate entirely a priori and thereby obtain their
commanding authority” (Kant 1959: 43-4). Kant has written here of Hutcheson’s
moral theory; but it applies, pari passu, to his aesthetic theory as well.

The upshot is, then, that as late as 1787, Kant apparently was dismissing the
possibility of a philosophy of taste and beauty. It was not susceptible of an a priori
critique, as Baumgarten’s attempt had shown, and in the hands of Hutcheson and
his followers, it did not even attain the status of bad philosophy, although it may
have been good psychology, which is all one might hope for as an account of
beauty and taste. In short, the greatest philosopher of his age declared philo-
sophical aesthetics to be a non-subject.

In the mid-twentieth century we found ourselves in a position with regard to
aesthetics and the philosophy of art not unlike the one these disciplines faced in
the wake of Kant’s condemnation of 1787. At the end of World War 11, logical
positivism was still flourishing, and was no friend to the philosophical study of art,
beauty, and taste, since aesthetic “judgments” had been relegated by its followers
to the category of emotive grunts and groans, much as Hutcheson had relegated
them to an internal “sense,” a move in which Kant, as we have seen, more or less
acquiesced until very late in the day.

Nor was the newly emerging school of linguistic analysis, in its various forms,
the savior of aesthetics. To the contrary, if anything, it passed an even harsher
judgment on the discipline than did the positivists. For whereas the positivists were
more or less content to give it a dismissive shrug in the direction of the “emotive,”
the language analysts took special pains to exclude aesthetics, not with a whimper
but with a bang.

The major source for the linguistic analysts’ rejection of aesthetics as a philo-
sophical discipline was a collection of essays which appeared in 1959 with the title
Aesthetics and Language, edited by William Elton. There had been a spate of such
collections, since the end of the war, with “Language” as the second term of a
conjunction: Logic and Language, Ethics and Language, and so on. So the appear-
ance of a volume with the title Aesthetics and Language suggested that linguistic
philosophy had a place for the discipline, even though logical positivism had not.
Alas, our hopes were dashed; for although there were some very suggestive essays
in the collection, the two most influential of them cast a pall over the entire enter-
prise. The essay by John Passmore (1959), “The Dreariness of Aesthetics,” pretty
much told all in its title, and discouraged many a prospective aesthetician from
even giving the subject a try, or, for that matter, reading Passmore’s essay: the title
was enough.

In a far more philosophically substantial piece called “Logic and Appreciation,”
Stuart Hampshire (1959) too pretty much closed the door on aesthetics as a philo-
sophical enterprise. He began with the obviously rhetorical statement, “It seems
that there ought to be a subject called ‘aesthetics,” " obviously suggesting that there
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isn’t one, and, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, shouldn’t be one,
which is to say, there is no subject matter for such a discipline to engage. As
Hampshire continued his thought:

There is moral philosophy - the study of the nature of the problems of conduct - in
every library and in every syllabus; there ought to be a philosophical study of Art
and Beauty - if there are such problems; and this is the question that comes first.
That there are problems of conduct cannot be doubted; . .. one can discuss the
nature of these problems and the form of arguments used in the solution of them;
and this is moral philosophy. But what is the subject-matter of aesthetics? Whose
problems and whose methods of solution? Perhaps there is no subject-matter; this
would fully explain the poverty and weakness of the books. (Hampshire 1959: 161)

Of course the placing of aesthetics together with moral theory was a natural and
obvious move; it had been a long-standing tradition in the academy to categorize
both as two branches of “value theory.” But it had the unfortunate and unjusti-
fied result of damning aesthetics for not having the credentials of moral theory.
Thus Hampshire: “I conclude that everyone needs a morality to make exclusions
in conduct; but neither an artist nor a critical spectator unavoidably needs an
aesthetic” (1959: 169). One might well ask, in a similar vein, who needs a meta-
physics, an epistemology, or a philosophy of science. Aesthetics was obviously
being chastised for not performing a function that neither it nor other bona fide
philosophical practices were ever meant to perform. (If a painter doesn’t need a
philosophy of art, does a physicist need a philosophy of science?)

It is indeed the case that Hampshire never says, outright, that there cannot be
aesthetics or philosophy of art. His conclusion simply is that there cannot be such
a thing functioning in the same manner as ethics or moral philosophy. But in pre-
senting no alternative model, for aesthetics and philosophy of art, to the moral or
ethical one, and pushing to an extreme the claim that no generalizations about
art and the aesthetic are possible, he surely passes an even more negative judg-
ment on it than Passmore’s charge of “dreariness.” A dreary discipline, after all,
is, at least, a discipline.

In any event, the parallel between the state of aesthetics as the analytic philoso-
phers saw it in the 1950s, and as Kant saw it in the 1780s, is a close one. For
Kant, as for the analysts, aesthetics failed to qualify as a philosophical discipline.
And to put it in Kantian terminology, the failure, in both cases, was seen to be
the same: aesthetics was not susceptible of a philosophical “critique.” What a philo-
sophical critique amounted to was, of course, a very different thing for Kant from
what it was for Anglo-American philosophy: a “transcendental” critique for Kant,
a “linguistic” or “conceptual” critique for the analysts. But the moral of the story
was much the same. Questions concerning art, beauty, taste, and criticism were
empirical questions for psychology or anthropology, sociology or art history to
deal with: questions of who liked what, and why; and questions for art critics
to answer in their own distinctive ways, untainted by philosophy. They were not
“conceptually deep.”
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The parallel does not, however, end here. For, as is well known, Kant radically
altered his skeptical view of aesthetics as a philosophical discipline, and published,
in 1790, as part of his Critique of Judgment, the very transcendental Critique of
Aesthetic Judgment that, as late as 1787, he was still maintaining was impossible.
And the change in philosophical climate, vis-a-vis aesthetics and philosophy of art,
was almost as abrupt, between the time Passmore, Hampshire, et al. passed their
skeptical ukase against the disciplines, in the 1950s, and their current philosoph-
ical health and vigor. For by 1968, when the late Nelson Goodman’s epoch-
making book, Languages of Art, first appeared, aesthetics and philosophy of art
had undergone a sea change that had made them occupations of some of the
leading philosophers of the day, of whom Goodman, of course, was one of the
most illustrious. And as I write, if there are any branches of philosophy that deserve
the epithet “dreary,” neither aesthetics nor philosophy of art is one of that number.
Both flourish as never before.

The reader of this volume, indeed, should require no further evidence for the
philosophical health of aesthetics than the volume itself. For had a series of Guides
to Philosophy been contemplated by any publisher in (say) 1959, a guide to
aesthetics would not, T am certain, have been part of the project. And today, no
such project could be contemplated without one.

But more direct evidence for the health of aesthetics will be discovered by the
reader who peruses the essays of which this volume is composed. In them will be
found a wide array of topics broached that not only touch on the major issues in
aesthetics, but have connections with numerous philosophical concerns, in meta-
physics, epistemology, philosophy of mind, philosophy of language, ethics, and a
host of other core philosophical areas. It is an additional sign of conceptual health
in a philosophical discipline that it makes and sustains such connections, as the
present essays do.

The Essays

The division of this volume into a part on what I have called “The Core Issues”
and another on “The Arts and Other Matters” reflects the state of the discipline
today. For it has become clear in aesthetics, as in other philosophical disciplines,
that although theory and analysis at the highest level of generality and abstract-
ness are still very much a part of the practice, the time is long past when philoso-
phers could do their work in sublime ignorance of the subject matters their
philosophics were philosophics of; or without the incvitable specialization that that
change implies. As Bertrand Russell perceived, early in the twentieth century,
“What is feasible [for philosophy] is the understanding of general forms, and the
division of traditional problems into a number of separate and less baffling ques-

tions. ‘Divide and conquer’ is the maxim of success here as elsewhere” (Russell
1951: 113).
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Of course other editors would have sliced the pie differently from the way this
editor has done. And, no doubt, there will be subjects included here that another
editor would have excluded in favor of subjects this editor has excluded. Such dis-
agreements are to be expected, and are neither here nor there. What is agreed
now, on all hands, is that this division, or one like it, is a fact of philosophical life.
“‘Divide and conquer’ is the maxim of success here as elsewhere.”

When a philosophical discipline is flourishing, and at speed, as aesthetics is
today, it is natural for it to seek its historical roots. For philosophy lives in its
history, although the reasons for this are not altogether clear; and it is no less true
for aesthetics than for any other branch of the subject.

It is altogether appropriate, therefore, to begin this volume with an essay on
the origins of modern aesthetic theory. And philosophers are in general agreement
that these origins lie in early modern philosophy, and, in particular, in the
eighteenth century, even though Plato and Aristotle did so much to influence
our thinking about what we, not they, think of as “the fine arts,” or, as Paul O.
Kristeller called them, in a seminal essay on the subject, “The Modern System of
the Arts” (1992).

Tt was Kristeller’s view, and it has stood up pretty well to scrutiny since he stated
it in 1951-2, that the discipline of aesthetics, as we now know it, was made pos-
sible and established by the Enlightenment philosophers and critics, who gave it
its subject matter by gathering together the arts that we recognize as the fine arts
into a group which, they were convinced, belonged together because of a common
essence or nature. In the inaugural chapter of this volume, “The Origin of Modern
Aesthetics: 1711-35,” Paul Guyer by no means departs from Kristeller's general
view. But he breaks new ground in his claim that “the central idea to emerge in
eighteenth-century aesthetics is that of the freedom of the imagination, and it was
the attraction of this idea that provided much of the impetus behind the explo-
sion of aesthetic theory in the period” (p. 16).

But if the eighteenth-century philosophers and critical theorists were the first
to gather all of the fine arts, as they knew them, into a “definable” group, then
the major question they bequeathed to us is the question of what that definition
might be. George Dickie takes up this question, perhaps the dominant one in
philosophical aesthetics since the beginning of the twentieth century, in chapter
2. Dickie has been the most prominent defender of what is called the institutional
theory of art, according to which what all artworks have in common as their defin-
ing “property” is a certain relation to what has come to be known as the artworld.
In his chapter, Dickie pushes the definition in the direction of what might be called
the “human sciences,” and concludes: “There is an intimate cultural connection
between ‘work of art’ and the nature of a work of art that our cultural anthro-
pologists can discover such that that nature can be converted into a definition of
‘work of art.” I hope it will be discovered that the definition is my institutional
one” (p. 61).

As the eighteenth century bequeathed to us the philosophical task of defining
the work of art, so too it bequeathed the task of defining the “aesthetic,” which
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may or may not be co-extensive with the “artistic.” (Indeed, the eighteenth
century coined the word.) In the third chapter, Marcia Eaton takes on the job of
examining the concept of the aesthetic and its relation to the artistic. Of the class
of aesthetic objects, and the class of artistic objects, Eaton writes: “They might be
equivalent . . . Or they might be totally separate. Or one class might be included
in ... the other. The most common view — and the one I share - is that the last
possibility holds: the class of artistic objects is included in the class of aesthetic
objects, but the latter class includes more than just artistic objects” (p. 63).

Amie Thomasson takes on, in chapter 4, one of the most vexed and deeply
philosophical questions in contemporary aesthetic theory: the ontological status
of the various arts. In simple terms, it arises from the commonsensical observa-
tion that you can put the Mona Lisa in the trunk of your car, but not Beethoven'’s
Fifth Symphony. What sort of “object” then is the musical work; and is the paint-
ing the kind of “object” it might seem to be on the face of it, which is to say, a
“physical object”? In her ground-breaking essay, Thomasson points out that “the
central criterion of success for theories about the ontology of art is their coher-
ence with the ordinary beliefs and practices that determine the kinds of entities
works of art are.” And she observes that “although different philosophers have
tried placing works of art in just about all of the categories laid out by standard
metaphysical systems . . . none of these,” it has turned out, “fits completely with
common-sense beliefs and practices regarding works of art” (p. 88). These con-
siderations push her to the conclusion that “if, rather than trying to make works
of art fit the off-the-rack categories of familiar metaphysical systems, one attempts
to determine the categories that would really be suitable for works of art as we
know them through ordinary beliefs and practices, the payoff may lie not just in
a better ontology of art, but in a better metaphysics” (p. 90).

Moving on from the highly abstract questions of ontology to ground more
familiar to the ordinary “consumer” of artworks, Alan Goldman, in chapter 5,
investigates the question that surely has occurred to anyone who has ever discussed
a movie or book or play with another who has experienced the same work of art:
can we agree whether it is good or bad; and if so, how? As Goldman says at the
outset: “Evaluations of artworks pervade descriptions and discussions of them”
(p. 93). That being the case, “It remains to be seen whether different works from
different genres affect us in some similar way by these very different means, and
whether this similarity, if it exists, constitutes a criterion of evaluation for parti-
cular works.” The general consensus is negative. But Goldman, defying the con-
sensus, suggests that “there is some initial evidence for a positive answer” (p. 95).

Closely related to the general practice of evaluating works of art is the practice
of interpreting them. For, clearly, what value we place on a work is contingent
upon what we take the work to be: what it means, if meaning is relevant; and what
“makes it tick™: how it functions as an aesthetic and artistic object. These are the
provinces of artistic interpretation; and the central question for artistic interpre-
tation, in our times, has been the role (or lack thereof) of the artist’s intentions.
As Laurent Stern puts the point, in chapter 6: “Any disagreement about the artist’s
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unrealized intentions is a disagreement about the artist, and not about his cre-
ation. The question arises: is there a disagreement that requires reference to the
artist’s intentions?” (p. 112). His own conclusion is a modest one: “While 1
happen to favor the anti-intentionalist side of the debate, . . . the prospect of a
continuing debate on these matters is more important than converting opponents
to the side where I have been led by what lawyers call the preponderance of the
evidence” (pp. 123-4).

There is no question, perhaps, more closely associated with the concepts of eval-
uation and interpretation in the arts than the question of moral relevance, which is
to say, the questions of whether artworks have moral “content,” and, if they do,
whether that content is relevant to their evaluation: whether, that is, “immoral”
content should count against the value of the artwork, morally praiseworthy content
in favor of it. Arguing in a more or less “commonsensical” vein, Noél Carroll opts,
in chapter 7, for what might be termed a “moderate” stand. He observes that “so
much art traffics in moral matters and presents moral viewpoints that when moral
considerations are raised with respect to the relevant artworks, nothing seems amiss
— at least to the plain reader, viewer, or listener” (p. 127). And although he acknowl-
edges (and examines) some of the formidable philosophical arguments against moral
relevance, Carroll reaches the moderate conclusion that “Art and morality have been
linked together for so long and in so many ways that it appears commonsensical for
plain readers, viewers, and listeners to assume that it is natural — at least some of the
time - to . . . suppose that sometimes the moral evaluation of an artwork may be
relevant to its aesthetic evaluation” (pp. 146-7).

Finally, no canvass of the concepts surrounding the evaluation of artworks could
possibly be thought complete without considering perhaps the most venerable aes-
thetic concept of them all, the concept of beauty, which is, at the same time, the
concept that, since time out of mind, has been thought to characterize the fine
arts and to constitute their peculiar value to us. This concept is taken up by Mary
Mothersill in chapter 8. Mothersill points out that since the founding of modern
aesthetic theory, in the eighteenth century, the term “beautiful” has more or less
dropped out of critical discourse, in favor of the technical phrase “aesthetic value.”
It is her view that this is not a welcome change; that we should, indeed, “go back
to the tradition, say that aesthetics explores the concept of beauty, and just wait
and see how far such exploration gets you in understanding the arts.” For, as she
puts it, “Beauty is a distinctive and a timeless concept” (p. 157), as basic to us, in
fact, as the concept of truth.

With the issues of evaluation, interpretation, and beauty behind us, it seems
reasonable to go on to the closely related question of “taste.” For since the
eighteenth century, artistic “taste” has not just been an innocent metaphor drawn
from the pleasures of the table, but a name for the human faculty that sums up,
both in the expert and in the lay person, the ability to understand, value, criticize,
and appreciate the fine arts and, in general, the aesthetic dimensions of human
life. In chapter 9, Ted Cohen begins with the assumption that “It seems plausi-
ble to suppose that . . . the person of better taste prefers A to B, while others do
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not, and he does this because he is aware of elements of A and B not recognized
by others” (p. 167). And he concludes with a question he thinks “unsuspected
but extremely interesting,” to wit: “if there is a difference between better and
worse taste, why should anyone wish to have better taste?” (p. 170). In respond-
ing to this question he comes to the seemingly paradoxical conclusion that “in
matters of taste there is a gap between a recognition of ‘accurate’ taste and the
desire to have accurate taste. This somehow sounds wrong, but I think it might
well be right” (p. 173).

Part I concludes with a discussion, by Jenefer Robinson, of the relation between
the arts and the emotions. A unique and intimate relationship is supposed by most
of us to obtain between art and emotion. The supposition is controversial and
venerable with age. As Robinson avers, at the beginning of chapter 10: “Begin-
ning with the early treatises on the arts by Plato and Aristotle, thinkers in the
western tradition have often commented on the close connection between the arts
and the emotions” (p. 174). After carefully and cautiously examining the ins and
outs of the supposed connection, Robinson comes to the safe, and (in my view)
correct conclusion: “it is appropriate to end this chapter on the emotions in art
by reminding you that there is much good art that is really not very interested in
the emotions . . . The emotions have been important in art over the centuries, but
they are not a sine qua non for artistic achievement” (p. 190).

It seemed to me appropriate to begin part I, which might well have been called
“Philosophies of Arts,” with a chapter on the philosophy of literature. For even
though there has certainly been a drastic decline in the consumption of read and
seen literature, in the wake of television and the movies, literature remains “every-
one’s art” in a way that even television and the movies are not. If you are liter-
ate, one way or another you are a consumer of literary fiction. It is ubiquitous. Its
philosophy is the oldest philosophy of art we have, as is recognized, tacitly, by
Peter Lamarque and Stein Olsen, in chapter 11, which begins with Plato’s “famous
reference to the ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy” (p. 195). Plato,
as Lamarque and Olsen point out, issued “an invitation to defend literature in
terms of its usefulness” (p. 195). But in acquainting us with the many responses
to this Platonic invitation that have been proffered, they ask us to remember that,
in the last analysis, “Those with knowledge of literature and a feel for the literary
seek a special kind of pleasure from the works they read; . . . and a pleasure that
is not instrumental or utilitarian but a pleasure in the literary for its own sake”
(p. 211).

The visual arts, next to literature, have probably received the most philosoph-
ical attention in recent years, in what might well be called the aesthetic renais-
sance. The major issue has been pictorial representation; and it is that issue that
Joseph Margolis takes up in chapter 12. Focusing on the much-discussed ques-
tion of pictorial “realism,” arguably the central question of pictorial perception,
Margolis argues that “there is no way to explain the perception of a painting
without bothering to explain what kind of ‘thing’ a painting is; and there is no
way to explain that without bothering to explain whether paintings and their per-
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ception are (or are not) inherently subject to historical (or historicized) change.”
The latter he characterizes as the “dread question nearly all fashionable philoso-
phies of art wish to evade” (p. 227).

It seems natural to pass on from pictures to “moving pictures” in the philoso-
phies of arts. And it is the order I have followed here, even though Margolis con-
centrates on pictorial seeing, and Berys Gaut, in chapter 13, concentrates rather
on the issue of cinematic narrative, which, not surprisingly, looms large in motion
pictures, arguably the most influential fine art of the twentieth century, and prin-
cipally consumed in its story-telling capacity. This is not to say that pictorial seeing
is not a serious problem for the movies, as it has been for still photography, with
a long history of speculation. But it is the nature of filmic narrative that has been
the central concern in recent years among philosophers of film, and, in particular,
the role of the filmic “narrator.” In his carefully argued chapter, Gaut comes to
“two conclusions. First, there is more reason to believe in implicit narrators in
novels than in films; and second, this difference is to be traced to media-specific
differences - to the nature of an auditory-visual medium as opposed to a lexical
medium” (p. 248).

Perhaps the two most philosophically neglected of the major art forms, during
the twentieth century, are music and the dance. The reasons for this neglect are
unclear, given how deeply these two artistic practices penetrate our lives, and have
done since the earliest emergence of the human animal. But both have now been
brought under philosophical scrutiny, and in chapter 14, Philip Alperson surveys
some of the recent work in philosophy of music. Focusing principally on music
without words, “absolute music,” as it came to be called in the nineteenth century,
Alperson moves on a trajectory from formalism, the view that such music is to be
understood in terms of pure musical structure alone, to what he calls “enhanced
formalism,” which allows “pure structure” an “expressive” component, to the con-
clusion that we may have to go beyond &oth to gain a full understanding of the
musical experience. As Alperson puts it,

These considerations suggest a rather more radical estimation of the western fine art
tradition of composed music in which modern musical formalism arose. It may be
that a robust philosophical understanding of music must set the theoretical under-
standing of the practice of music in the fine art tradition alongside the plurality of
functions that music serves. (p. 272)

As strange as it might sound to the academic philosopher to talk of a “philoso-
phy of dance,” there is now such a thing, and we owe the birth or rebirth of this
endcavor largely to Francis Sparshott. In chapter 15, Sparshott begins by remark-
ing that “The scandal or paradox of dance aesthetics is that this topic is persis-
tently ignored by students of aesthetics and their journals.” Tt is this very neglect
of dance as a subject of philosophical inquiry, in spite of the fact that “dancing is
traditionally held to be among the major forms of artistic activity,” that he iden-
tifies as perhaps the major issue a philosophy of dance must address. As Sparshott
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puts it, “the reasons for its near absence from the everyday concerns of academic
aesthetics remain a central topic for the philosophy of dance itself,” and suggests,
“it may be that there is something in dance that resists the preferred methods of
aesthetics and of philosophy generally. If so,” he urges, “the philosophy of art
needs to consider what that might be” (p. 276). This is the central theme of
Sparshott’s discussion.

That the literary genre of tragedy is singled out as the sole artistic genre to be
given a separate hearing on these pages should surprise no one, given its venera-
ble age, the fact that it is the art form most discussed by the ancient founders of
our subject, and the respect it has always commanded as perhaps the “pinnacle”
of “serious” artistic achievement in the West, not least because of its perceived
moral import. Furthermore, it raises in particularly acute form an issue that has
permeated the philosophy of art since Aristotle. As Susan Feagin says, in chapter
16, “Recurrent themes are the relevance of both pleasure and pain in response to
tragedy, and the myriad ways of accounting for the apparently paradoxical plea-
sures that humans experience in response to what is unpleasant or painful” (p.
291). In a welcome departure from tradition, Feagin chooses to concentrate on
works from the contemporary art of cinema rather than such traditional examples
as the tragic works of the Greeks, or Shakespeare, or the German tragedians. In
response to the claim, by many twentieth-century theorists, that the concept of
tragedy was “sufficiently alien to the beliefs and concerns of modern life that
attempts to adapt it to them no longer made sense,” Feagin has opted to “discuss
three twentieth-century American films, two of which,” she argues, “have plots
that qualify as tragic in the full-blooded Aristotelian sense, and the third of which,
a late twentieth-century comedy, demonstrates the relevance of the tragic to con-
temporary life by showing how one can maintain one’s happiness and therein avoid
tragedy” (p. 291).

The Blackwell Guide to Aesthetics concludes with two chapters on what might
seem to the reader, for different reasons, to be peripheral issues: the aesthetics of
“nature” and the religious dimensions of art. But both were central to the enter-
prise throughout most of its early history. And the former is now undergoing a
long overdue revival. That the latter too deserves serious consideration I will
suggest in my conclusion to this introduction.

Donald Crawford, in chapter 17, concentrates on two crucial questions in the
aesthetics of nature and the environment. The first question is, quite simply, “What
is it about nature and natural objects that we find aesthetically interesting or pleas-
ing?” — a question that involves, among other things, the subsidiary question, of
long standing, of how the aesthetics of nature may be related to the aesthetics of
fine art: “Do we find nature beautiful because it resembles art, or is art beautiful
because it resembles nature?” (p. 306). But of equal or perhaps greater signifi-
cance is the question of what precisely the “nature” is that we are supposed to be
studying the aesthetic character of. As Crawford puts it: “the concept of pure
nature does not allow for any human alteration of nature, however slight, to occur
without the object ceasing to be natural, while unrestricted nature countenances
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any and all such changes. Pure nature is too scarce, and unrestricted nature is too
abundant” (p. 318).

Finally, it surely will come as a surprise to most readers, in this secular age, to
find an anthology of contemporary aesthetic theory concluding with a chapter on
the religious dimensions of art and the aesthetic. But it would be prudent for the
secularist to consider what would be left of western art if its religious artworks
were subtracted from the sum, and to consider as well the multitude of those for
whom the experience of these artworks has been inextricably bound up with their
religious content and purpose. The secularist, furthermore, might want to think
on the suggestion that the closest he or she is likely to come to the phenomenon
of the “religious experience,” however it might be construed, is the experience of
the great artworks of the canon. As Nicholas Wolterstorff urges, in the conclud-
ing chapter of this anthology, “According to the modern grand narrative of
art, . .. art in the eighteenth century finally freed itself from service to religion.
What strikes anyone who follows out the various tellings of the narrative, however,
is how often this liberated art is described in religious terms, and how often reli-
gious hopes and expectations are lodged in it.” In a word, “veneration has by no
means disappeared from our engagement with works of art” (p. 337). If that is
so, then the aesthetic secularists, of which I count myself one, have a lot to learn
from the religious experience, as described by those who have had it. And if for
us secularists art has taken on something like the place of religion in our lives, it
is no wonder that artists have become our high priests, and philosophy of art the
interpreter of their sometimes dark and impenetrable sayings.

Peter Kivy
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Chapter 1

The Origins of Modern

Aesthetics: 1711-35
Paul Guyer

It is well known that aesthetics, as a recognized and customary subject within the
academic practice of philosophy, received its name in 1735. In that year, in his
dissertation Meditationes philosophicae de nonnullis ad poema pevtinentibus (“Philo-
sophical considerations of some matters pertaining to the poem”), the 21-year-
old Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten introduced the term to mean “a science of
how things are to be known by means of the senses” (scientinm sensitive quid
cognoscendi) (1735, §xv—cxvi). (Four years later, in his ~ Metaphysica, Baumgarten
would expand this definition to include the “logic of the lower cognitive faculty,
the philosophy of the graces and the muses, lower gnoseology, the art of think-
ing beautifully, the art of the analog of reason”; and another decade later, in his
monumental fragment Aesthetica, the first treatise to bear the title of the new
subject, he would combine his two previous definitions to form his final defini-
tion of the subject: “Aesthetics (the theory of the liberal arts, lower gnoseology,
the art of thinking beautifully, the art of the analog of reason) is the science of
sensitive cognition” (1739, §33; 1750, §).) It is equally well known that

although Baumgarten was the first to name the new subject and perhaps the first
German philosophy professor to give it a regular place in his lectures and treatises,
he by no means invented the subject itself. Of course, philosophers since antiq-
uity had at least occasionally argued about the nature of beauty and the value of
what we now group together as the fine arts, such as literature, visual arts such as
painting and sculpture, and music. But around the beginning of the eighteenth
century, there began a torrent of writing about the character and value of beauty
and other properties, notably the sublime, both in art and in nature itself, a flood
to which profcssional philosophers as well as other men of Ictters (of course the
writers were without exception male) contributed and which has since hardly
abated. In particular, the second and third decades of the eighteenth century have
a real claim to be the moment of the origin of modern aesthetics. This moment
was marked by the appearance in the second decade of the Characteristics of Men,
Manners, Opinions, Times by Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury,
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in 1711, of Joseph Addison’s eleven essays “On the Pleasures of the Imagination”
in the Spectator in June and July, 1712, and finally of the 1719 Critical Reflec-
tions on Poetry, Painting and Music by the abbéean-Baptiste Du Bos, a work that

went through at least five editions in French in the next two decades and
was widely circulated in Britain long before its translation into English in 1748.
The moment was marked in the third decade by the first treatise of Francis
Hutcheson’s Inguiry inte the Original of our Ideas of Beanty and Virtue in 1725.
None of these writers except Hutcheson was a professor of philosophy. But the
issues they raised and the positions they took in these books prepared the way for
the more professional philosophical work of much of the rest of the century, and
beyond, and so modern aesthetics should be conceived of not as if it sprang full-
grown from the brow of Baumgarten in 1735, but rather as having developed
much of its eventual programs and positions in the years from 1711 to 1735. Tt
is thus this period that will be the focus of the present chapter.

Is there a common idea that marks this foundational epoch of modern aes-
thetics? Some have argued that it was this period which first saw the invention of
the idea that what we now almost unwittingly lump together as the “arts” or the
“fine arts,” for example the “poetry, painting and music” of Du Bos' title, con-
stitute some sort of system, an assumption that was necessary to supply a subject
for the discipline of aesthetics as the philosophy of art (Kristeller 1951). Others
have focused on the addition of the idea of the sublime to the traditional idea of
beauty,! or on the emergence of the idea of artistic genius as a special form of
human mentality (Abrams 1953). More recently, it has been argued that it was in
the eighteenth-century writings on aesthetics that modern ideas of subjectivity and
individuality first came to the fore,? while yet others have argued that it was in the
aesthetics of this period that the modern practice of ideology, masking the claims
of a single class to domination of society behind a sham claim to universal valid-
ity, first emerged (Eagleton 1990). But without rejecting any of these claims out-
right (although I think the last one tells us more about the preoccupations of the
late twentieth century than of the eighteenth), I will pursue a different tack. As |
see it, the central idea to emerge in eighteenth-century aesthetics is that of the
freedom of the imagination, and it was the attraction of this idea that provided
much of the impetus behind the explosion of aesthetic theory in the period.

However, the idea of freedom, whether of the imagination or anything else, is
notoriously vague and ambiguous. Later in the eighteenth century, Kant was to
make famous a distinction between negative and positive conceptions of freedom,
that is, a conception of freedom as consisting simply in the absence of determi-
nation or control of some specified type as contrasted to a conception of freedom
as consisting precisely in the determination or control of action by one specified
kind of agent or agency rather than another. Kant introduced this distinction, of
course, in his practical philosophy, where he described a negative conception of
freedom as the independence of the will from determination by causes alien to
the true self, especially determination by merely sensory impulses or inclinations,
and the positive conception of freedom as the determination of the will by the
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legislation of pure reason (Kant 1785: IV, 446). A central theme of Kant’s moral
philosophy is then that the freedom exercised in and valued by human morality is
never simply freedom negatively conceived, but positive freedom, the freedom to
conduct ourselves autonomously by a law legislated by pure reason, which is the
most distinctive feature of our selves and whose law is thus the purest expression
of our own autonomy. But we may also understand Kant’s aesthetic theory as
dominated by an apparent tension between negative and positive conceptions of
freedom of the imagination and the effort to resolve this tension.

In the initial phase of his analysis of what he calls the aesthetic judgment of the
beautiful, or more properly the reflective rather than merely sensitive aesthetic
judgment, Kant begins with the purported disinterestedness of the judgment of
taste, its independence from any merely sensory agreeableness of an object on the
one hand and from any recognition of it as good in light of its classification under
a determinate concept on the other. This is, of course, a purely negative concep-
tion of the nature of aesthetic response and judgment in the straightforward sense
that it tells us what it is not, not what it is. Kant goes on to give a more infor-
mative characterization of aesthetic response as based on a harmony or free play
between the cognitive faculties of imagination and understanding, in which the
subjective conditions of cognition are satisfied apart from the satisfaction of what
is ordinarily the objective condition of cognition, namely, the subsumption of an
object under a determinate concept (for example, the recognition of a three-sided,
closed plane figure as a triangle or a four-footed mammal with a certain pattern
of dentition as a dog). But this may still be regarded as a negative conception of
the freedom of imagination in aesthetic response, for it emphasizes that the imag-
ination satisfles our general objective in all cognition without being determined
or constrained by any particular concept — where Kant takes the concept of a
concept itself quite broadly, to include representational content and intended
purpose as well as classification, as in ordinary concepts like #riangle or dog.

Just as in his moral theory, however, Kant is not content with a negative con-
ception of the freedom of the human will, but argues that human freedom can
only be fully understood as the positive expression of a self-legislated law of reason,
so in his aesthetic theory he moves from a negative conception of the basis of aes-
thetic response and pleasure, the free play of imagination and understanding, to
one or indeed several positive conceptions of the basis of our pleasure in both
natural and artistic beauty - to a conception of art as the expression of aesthetic
ideas, and of the experience of beauty itself as a symbol of morality, thus as both
the manifestation of the freedom of the imagination and the representation of
freedom more broadly understood by means of the works of imagination. And
just as the trick in Kant’s moral theory is to show that the negative and positive
conceptions of freedom are not in fact two competing conceptions of human
freedom, but rather two sides of the same coin - for freedom from domination
by mere inclination can in fact be achieved only by self-governance in accord with
the law of pure reason instead® — so the key to Kant’s aesthetics is his reconcilia-
tion of his negative and positive conceptions of the freedom of the imagination —
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his theory that it is precisely in virtue of the freedom of the imagination in aes-
thetic response from determination by ordinary concepts of the understanding
that this response is itself suited to serve as a symbol of morality, because it can
thereby represent the freedom that is the essence of morality, yet which is not
otherwise made palpable to us in the world of our senses.*

Just as in his moral philosophy and for that matter in his critique of pure reason
in general Kant found a way to put together what previous philosophers had held
apart — Kant’s most general argument in philosophy, of course, was that intuition
and concept, sensory input and intellectual classification, on which previous
thinkers had erected two competing schools of philosophy, could only provide
human knowledge when firmly yoked together - so in aesthetics Kant found a way
to tie together what for many (although, as we will see, not all) earlier writers had
been alternative and competing conceptions of the freedom of the imagination in
the experience of art and beauty. At the outset of the eighteenth century, we find
thinkers excited by a new sense of the freedom of the imagination, but in many
cases torn between competing conceptions of this freedom. On the one hand, we
find a conception of aesthetic judgment as disinterested, as independent from any
of our other practical and cognitive concerns and instead linked most closely to
the sheer perceptual form of objects. It was Shaftesbury who introduced the idea
of disinterestedness into aesthetic discourse, but it was not in fact he who intro-
duced a truly negative conception of the nature of aesthetic response; this was left
to Francis Hutcheson in the following decade, who borrowed the idea of dis-
interestedness from Shaftesbury but used it to ground a very different theory from
that of his supposed master. On the other hand, we find a conception of the imag-
ination as taking a very positive delight in the symbolization of important ideas,
a train of thought epitomized by Addison’s claim that we enjoy images of grandeur
because the imagination delights in symbols of human freedom. And we find com-
plicated cases like that of Du Bos, whose theory looks as if it begins with a purely
negative conception of aesthetic response, as a mere release from tedium and
ennui, but who transforms that into a positive account of the pleasure that
we take in the engagement of our emotions. But, although both Addison and
Baumgarten were to anticipate him, not until Kant do we find within professional
philosophy a fully achieved synthesis of the negative and positive conceptions
of the freedom of the imagination in aesthetic experience, but especially in the ex-
perience of art — a synthesis that was to prove quite fragile, and largely came apart
again in the nineteenth century, as witnessed by a contrast like that between
Schopenhauer’s conception of aesthetic contemplation as offering a release from
the pain of quotidian existence, on the one hand, and Ruskin’s conception of
Gothic architecture as an image of the freedom of everyone involved in its pro-
duction, on another. But that would be a story for another occasion; here, my
attention will be confined to the first two decades of modern aesthetics, the period
from 1711 to 1719 already mentioned, and the ensuing years from 1725 to 1735,
which will bring us to the first works of Hutcheson and Baumgarten. What T will
argue is that in this period we find evidence of the competing conceptions of the
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freedom of the imagination that I have described, which would eventually be rec-
onciled by means of Kant’s appropriation of Baumgarten’s conception of the char-
acter of specifically artistic representation, although Baumgarten himself, while
clearly recognizing the complexity of aesthetic objects and our response to them,
had not used this recognition to reconcile the two conceptions of the freedom of
the imagination developed by his immediate predecessors.

1.1 Shaftesbury and Hutcheson

Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury (1677-1713), grandson of the
leader of the Whigs in their struggle against the ascension of James IT and tutee
of John Locke, his grandfather’s physician, secretary, and political operative, is
widely credited with having introduced disinterestedness as the criterion of aes-
thetic response and judgment (Stolnitz 1961; Kneller 1998). Shaftesbury did not
actually use the terms “interest” or “disinterestedness” in connection with what
we now call aesthetic phenomena, but Francis Hutcheson (1694-1746), who
invoked the name of Shaftesbury in the preface to his 1725 Inquiry into the
Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue, did when he wrote:

The Ideas of Beauty and harmony, like other sensible Ideas, are #necessarily pleasant
to us, as well as immediately so; neither can any Resolution of our own, nor any
Prospect of Advantage or Disadvantage, vary the Beauty or Deformity of an Object:
... in the external Sensations, no View of Interest will make an Object grateful, nor
View of Detriment, distinct from immediate Paizn in the Perception, make it dis-
agreeable to the Sense. (Hutcheson 1725, 1738: sec. I, §iii, 11)

Hutcheson’s statement seems a natural extension of passages in Shaftesbury where
the earlier writer argues that our pleasure in something beautiful is distinct and
independent from all thoughts of control and use of the object and of the posses-
sion on which our ability to control and use an object might depend. Thus, in the
dialogue The Moralists, a Philosophical Rbapsody, which together with the earlier
Inguiry Concerning Virtue or Merit constitutes the heart of his Characteristics,
Shaftesbury’s spokesman Theocles argues to his interlocutor Philocles:

“Imagine then, good Philocles, if being taken with the beauty of the ocean, which
you see yonder at a distance, it should come into your head to seek how to command
it and, like some mighty admiral, ride master of the seas. Would not the fancy be a
little absurd?” . . .

“Let who will call it theirs,” [continued] Theocles, “you will own the enjoyment of
this kind to be very different from that which should naturally follow from the con-
templation of the ocean’s beauty . . .

But to come nearer home and make the question still more familiar. Suppose, my
Philocles, that, viewing such a tract of country as this delicious vale we see beneath
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us, you should, for the enjoyment of the prospect, require the property or posses-
sion of the land.”

“The covetous fancy,” replied [Philocles], “would be as absurd altogether as that
other ambitious one.”

“O Philocles!,” said he, “may I bring this yet a little nearer and will you follow me
once more? Suppose that, being charmed as you seem to be with the beauty of those
trees under whose shade we rest, you should long for nothing so much as to taste
some delicious fruit of theirs and, having obtained of nature some certain relish by
which these acorns or berries of the wood became as palatable as the figs or peaches
of the garden, you should afterwards, as oft as you revisited these groves, seek hence
the enjoyment of them by satiating yourself in these new delights.”

“The fancy of this kind,” replied [Philocles], “would be as sordidly luxurious and as
absurd, in my opinion, as either of the former.” (Shaftesbury 1711: 318-19)

So Shaftesbury certainly proposes that our pleasure in the beauty of objects, here
natural objects or views thereof, is independent of any expectation of the use or
consumption of those objects that might in turn be dependent upon the posses-
sion of the objects. But it would be a mistake to suppose that he means to restrict
himself to a negative characterization of the nature of aesthetic response, let alone
to a negative characterization of the free play of the imagination as the founda-
tion of aesthetic response, and thus that he means to separate the sources of
aesthetic response from other fundamental forms of human thought and action.
On the contrary, he means his insistence upon the independence of aesthetic
response from promises of personal use or advantage to associate or even identify
our response to beauty with our response to other forms of value, above all with
the response to goodness which constitutes the moral sense. Shaftesbury discusses
the sense of beauty in order to introduce his account of the moral sense, but his
view is not at all what Hutcheson’s was to be, namely that there is a sufficient
analogy between the sense of beauty and the moral sense to make the evident
immediacy and necessity of the former a good argument for the immediacy and
necessity of the latter. Shaftesbury’s view is rather that our sense of beauty is an
instance of the very same sensitivity to the wonderful order of the universe that is
also manifested by the moral sense. As Philocles observes, “beauty . . . and good
with you, Theocles, I perceive, are still one and the same” (Shaftesbury 1711:
320), or as Theocles says, with Shaftesbury’s own italics, “with us, Philocles, it is
better settled, since for our parts we have already decreed that beauty and good
ave still the same” (Shaftesbury 1711: 327).

Shaftesbury’s introduction of the criterion of disinterestedness, then, is not the
beginning of an argument for the freedom of the imagination in aesthetic response
from any form of external constraint, but rather the beginning of an elaborate
argument for a disinterested pleasure in the order of the cosmos that is manifested
in our feeling for both beauty and virtue. The key claims in this argument are,
first, that what we love in all forms of beauty and virtue, free from the limits of
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personal interest, is order and proportion, but, second, that what we really admire
in admiring order and proportion is not so much the manifestation of order and
proportion in the object in which they are manifested itself, but rather the
creative intelligence which is behind them, ultimately the divine intelligence which
is behind all order and proportion, even when the immediate manifestation thereof
might be produced by a human agent, for the latter is itself nothing but a product
of the underlying divine intelligence. The first step of this argument is stated when
Shaftesbury locates the object of our sense of the beauty of works of both nature
and art in the order and proportion they manifest:

Nothing surely is more strongly imprinted on our minds or more closely interwoven
with our souls than the idea or sense of order and proportion. Hence all the force
of numbers and those powerful arts founded on their management and use! What a
difference there is between harmony and discord, cadency and convulsion! What a
difference between composed and orderly motion and that which is ungoverned and
accidental, between the regular and uniform pile of some noble architect and a heap
of sand or stones, between an organized body and a mist or cloud driven by the
wind!

He makes it explicit that we have an immediate sense for such order, and that it
is the same sense that is at work in our appreciation of art and of nature:

Now, as this difference is immediately perceived by a plain internal sensation, so there
is withal in reason this account of it: that whatever things have order, the same have
unity of design and concur in one, are parts constituent of one whole or are, in them-
selves, entire systems. Such is a tree with all its branches, an animal with all its
members, an edifice with all its exterior and interior ornaments. What else is even a
tune or symphony or any excellent piece of music than a certain system of propor-
tioned sounds? (Shaftesbury 1711: 272-4)

Having in this last passage identified order with design, Shaftesbury then goes on
to argue that what we really love in loving order is the designer, the mind or intel-
ligence which we take to be the source of such order:

[T he beantiful, the fair, the comely, were never in the matter but in the art and design,
never in body itself but in the form or forming power. Does not the beautiful form
confess this and speak the beauty of the design whenever it strikes you? What is it
but the design which strikes? What is it you admire but mind or the effect of mind?
It is the mind alone which forms. All which is void of mind is horrid, and matter
formless is deformity itself. (Shaftesbury 1711: 322)

Shaftesbury does not actually explain why if we are struck by the beauty of a design
we must also or even ultimately exclusively love the designer, but perhaps this seems
to him a natural and inevitable transition of the mind from effect to cause. In any
case, the same assumption that our sense of beauty naturally follows the chain of
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effects and causes is at work in the concluding flourish of his argument, in which
Theocles argues that there are actually “three degrees or orders of beauty,” first,
the “dead forms. .. which bear a fashion and are formed, whether by man or
nature, but have no forming power, no action or intelligence”; second, “the forms
which form, that is, which have intelligence, action and operation”; and finally, “ thas
third ovder of beauty, which forms not only such as we call meve forms but even the
forms which form.” Shaftesbury’s justification for recognizing this third order of
beauty is precisely his assumption that each of the causes of our feelings of beauty,
whether proximate or ultimate, is itself an order of beauty, that is, an object of our
admiration: “that which fashions even minds themselves contains in itself all the
beauties fashioned in those minds and is consequently the principle, source and
foundation of beauty.” To all these assertions, Philocles, like one of Socrates’ inter-
locutors, can only respond meekly “It seems so” (Shaftesbury 1711: 323-4).

Shaftesbury’s conception of the disinterestedness of our sense of beauty is thus
not yet a modern conception of the freedom of imagination in aesthetic response;
far from it, it is but a step toward his deeply traditional, neo-Platonic identification
of beauty and goodness (with truth thrown in for good measure) (Shaftesbury
1711:, 65). In the hands of Francis Hutcheson, however, Shaftesbury’s idea is
transformed into a modern conception of aesthetic response as consisting in an
immediate gratification in perceptual form that is free of the influence of all other
forms of thought and value. Hutcheson thus introduces a clearly negative con-
ception of the freedom of the imagination in aesthetic response.

Hutcheson presents himself as a follower of Shaftesbury — indeed, in the first
edition of his Inguiry the title page stated that in it “The Principles of the late
Earl of Shaftsbury [sic] are explain’d and defended,” although by the fourth
edition this statement had disappeared.® But his differences with Shaftesbury are
as great as his similarities. Whereas Shaftesbury supposed the underlying identity
of the beautiful and the good, Hutcheson 