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Glossary'

Acoustics: communication by means of sound.

Aesthesiology: study of the physical operation of the senses.

Aesthesio-semiotics: semiotics of the senses or of taste.

Aestheticism: a position that considers aesthetic values above all others.

Aesthetics: the study of aesthesic processes.

Aesthetology: study of aesthetic theories.

Aesthesis: processes that involve the subject as a live being open and receptive to
the world.

Alliteration: rhetorical figure that means repetition of similar elements (sounds,
figures, words, spaces).

Alterity: to be other, synonymous of otherness.

Anacoluthon: rhetorical figure that means a sudden fracture of speech.

Antiphrasis: rhetorical figure that means a change of meaning.

Biome: complex of communities characterized by a distinctive type of flora and
fauna, and maintained under climatic conditions of the region.

Captivate: a condition of subjectivity that consists in having a disposition to be
delighted and fascinated by other people, objects, events or situations.

Captivity: a condition of subjectivity that makes it susceptible to being absorbed by
other people, objects, events or situations.

Catachresis: rhetorical figure in which an absent element is replaced by another.

Com-pression: reciprocal pressure between the dramatics and rhetorics.

Corpo-reality: corporeal reality.

Co-subjectivity: form of subjectivity in relation to others, a shared subjectivity.

Chronotope: for Bakhtin, space-time definition of an event or object.

Culturome: complex of matrixes characterized by distinctive type of activities and
habits maintained under particular semiosic and material production partly
depending on the regional biome.

De-pression: emptiness by dissipation of the dramatic in the rhetoric.
Dramatic: axis of prosaics in which the attitude of the subject unfolds.

1 Since there is a variation in the meanings given to the rhetorical figures among diverse
authors, this glossary only tries to define the sense in which they have been used in this text.
Definitions given by Barthes (1974), Beristain (1992) and Ducrot and Todorov (1972) have
been consulted.



Xii Everyday Aesthetics

Ellipsis: rthetorical figure that means suppression of elements.

Emphatics: accentuation of an element upon others in enunciation.

Enunciation/interpretation: dual process that happens in each subject since enouncers
interpret at the time they enunciate, and their interlocutors not only interpret but
construct and enunciate a version of what they understand.

Ex-pression: activity from the dramatic to the rhetoric.

Exotopy: placed outside.

Fluxion: dramatic modality that points to the flow of enunciation from and towards
the subject by retention or expulsion of energy, time or matter.

Heteroglossia: diversity of registers or subregisters in a statement, namely, mixed
syntagms.

Hybridization: interpenetration of subjectivities or consciences.

Hyperbole: rhetorical figure by increase or exaggeration.

Identity: matricial construction of the personal or collective image.
Im-pression: activity directed from the rhetoric to the dramatic.
Individuality: singularity of being.

Institution: collective, social organism consolidated by explicit rules.

Kinetics: modality of the dramatic in the display of dynamism or immobility.

Latched-by: passive condition of being clutched or held by something against one’s
will.

Latching-on: activity of being absorbed or captivated by something or someone.

Lexics: communication by means of verbal syntagms.

Matrix: collective human organism or spontaneously emerged anthropomorphic unit
of third order.
Mattergy: abbreviation of matter and energy.

Objective subjectivation: act of the subject to apprehend aspects of the intersubjective
reality.

Objective subjectivism: relative to the subject in as much constituted from the
objectivity of the social.

Objectivity: intersubjectivity.

Obtuse: outside all orders or expectations, unusual.

Paradigm: context or system of selection in the enunciation or interpretation.
Periphrasis: thetorical figure that means deflection of language to avoid a taboo.
Phaneroscopy: Peircean term to refer to phenomenology.

Poesics: referred to poetry, artistic or everyday.

Poetics: referred to art, elitist or of the masses.

Polyphony: multiplicity of voices.

Presence: mode of being in life.
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Presentation: staging of the self through identity (Goffman).
Prosaics: referred to the aesthetics of daily life.

Prosics: referred to prose, artistic or everyday.

Proxemics: dramatic modality denoting to distance or proximity.

Re-presentation: to present again, another presentation.

Reticence: rhetorical figure that means sudden interruption of speech by a change
of mood.

Rhetoric: the axis of prosaics for discursive configuration.

Role: anonymous function of the person determined by the context or
circumstance.

Scopics: communication by means of visual and space syntagms.

Semio-aesthetics: aesthetics of communication or of semiosis.

Semio-arts: arts that focus (in form or content) upon processes of semiosis or
signification and symbolization.

Semiosis: processes of exchange of signs.

Semiotics: the study of semiosic processes.

Sign: element of the semiosic process that operates by oppositions and
differentiation.

Signic: axis relative to the production of signs by oppositions and differentiation.

Signified: effect of signification of a semiosic event in the signifying subject, whether
as enouncer or interpreter.

Signifier: subject that enacts and signifies a semiosic event.

Socio-aesthetics: the study of aesthesis in the social context.

Somatics: communication by means of corporeal syntagms.

Sub-ob-jectivism: integrated vision of subjectivism and objectivism as proposed
here.

Subjective objectivation: act to make perceivable aspects of one’s subjectivity
towards the addressee.

Subjective objectivity: processes of intersubjectivity in the subject.

Subjectivity: condition of all live beings in their capacity of perception.

Suspension: rhetorical figure in which the statement is slowed down.

Symbol: element of the semiosic process that operates by association of loads of
time, matter or energy.

Syntagm: network of elements present in the enunciation.

Unlatched-by: process of being set free from an involuntary grip over one’s senses
or sensibility.

Un-latching-onto: Losing hold of something or someone to which one was
significantly adhered or attached.






Preface

Aesthetics dazzles. It holds the mystery of fascination whose power can be sometimes
so overwhelming as to abruptly transform a social order from one moment to the
next. For this very reason, the study of aesthetics can no longer justify circumscribing
itself to the narrow limits of the “Fine Arts” or to a few categories such as “beauty”
or “the sublime” to which mainstream aesthetic theory habitually restricts it.
Nor should it be confined exclusively to the analysis of fashion, design, interior
decoration, handicrafts and folklore where the aesthetic intention is quite obvious.
As live creatures, we are susceptible of being captivated and also captured by the
aesthetic to the degree that it exerts a constituent role in a variety of activities among
which the production of imaginaries, the legitimization of power, the construction of
knowledge and, particularly, the presentation of identities are most salient.

Through the aesthetic lens the dramaturgical presentation of identities proposed
by Goffman acquires a new hue in its dynamics of persuasion, seduction, and
negotiation. Every presentation of the self not only informs who we are or pretend
to be, but also tries to persuade, affect, fortify, or debilitate others by aesthetic
strategies. Thus, when exploring the presentation of identities, we must necessarily
arrive at its germinal or breeding locus: the social matrixes. The pertinence of
analyzing aesthetics in social interactions became more tangible to me the more
I realized that strategies of an aesthetic nature are deliberately wielded in areas as
different as politics, marketing, sports, religion, war, and the family, not only in art
and entertainment. Society is not an abstract conglomerate of beings piled up or
ironed over geographic territories, as often implied in purely statistical approaches.
Social organizations take shape through immense qualitative differences: they can
be hard and soft, comprise nuclei and edges, provoke attraction and aversion, and
are susceptible or resilient to contagion. Matrixes are the formations by which social
groups unfold, each and every one entwined by semiosic and aesthesic fibers in a
process of increasing diversification.

By aesthetic devices, identities for commodities are fabricated to tempt the
consumer, for nation states to achieve cohesion, for religions to instill devotion,
and for professionals to persuade upon their credibility. Aesthetics have a definitive
role also in arguing for the innocence or guilt of a defendant, in favoring one
political candidate over another and certainly in recruiting volunteers for virulent
organizations. There is no social group that does not generate some form or another
of aesthetics. These quite conspicuous strategies have been, strangely enough,
neglected precisely by the school system, wasting a wealth of aesthetic potential for
engaging students with their learning process more integrally. More surprising even
is that all these manifestations have been totally overlooked by aesthetic theory.
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Given the amplitude of its spectrum, the main problem was how to approach
these multifarious phenomena without losing the specificity of the aesthetic along
the way or arriving at the dead end of panaestheticism. From here arose the need to
construct a model that would allow distinguishing the deployment of aesthesis as a
basic ingredient in all social interchanges, since human beings relate to one another
not merely as functional machines but, with more or less depth, from our condition
of sensibility. The octadic model of two coordinates each with four categories here
elaborated is intended as a map to guide observation of these interchanges. This
effort to integrate all registers of human communication for their simultaneous
analysis in a single intersemiotic model (namely the corporeal, verbal, visual-spatial,
and acoustic) is essential so as not to lose the complexity and meaning in interactions
when a single register, two at most, is focused on, which almost amounts to trying to
take pleasure in a symphony through a single instrument.

I was forced to rework the notion of “faculty of sensibility” since it always
seemed to me too slippery and elusive a term. What distinguishes it from other
human faculties has been the great question that concerned specialists in aesthetics
for more than two centuries. The main problem with this notion, inherited mainly
from Baumgarten and Kant, is that it implicitly carries the erroneous idea of
the compartmentalization of the mind into distinct faculties: intuition, reason,
understanding, sensibility, and so on. Neurological research has proved that there
is indeed a certain compartmentalization of the cortex, but not in the Kantian sense,
since different sensorial and neural operations such as sight, hearing, psychomotor,
and language functions are each located in different areas of the brain. Although it
is necessary to bring this notion of “sensibility” up to date by contributions from
cognitive sciences, | examine it under a concretely corporeal, phenomenological
light. The double concept of “latching-on/by” developed and applied in this text
comes as a result of this approach.

While mainstream aesthetics insists in coping with the same traditional problems
such as the ontological status of the work of art and the objectivity of beauty, in
everyday life we must face in utter conceptual defenselessness the development
of a real technocracy of sensitivity, psycho engineering of subjectivity, and the
flourishing of the aesthetics of violence. For that reason, it will be more difficult to
rebut that many of the most serious problems of contemporary highly technological
societies could be directly, if not exclusively, related to aesthetics. I am referring
to drug addiction, racism, delinquency, suicide, alcoholism, domestic violence,
child pornography, obesity and even emotional diseases like the chronic depression,
obsessive and compulsive disorders, anorexia and bulimia. They are related to an
individual’s aesthetic dignity and sensibility. Physical and psychological violence
that derives into crime, militant fanaticism, and social pathology breaks through a
wounded sensitivity.

What is unequivocal after this endeavor is that the field of aesthetics can
never become a science in the strict sense of the term, since it is totally bound to
subjectivity not only as its object of inquiry, but also as its place of enunciation,
interpretation and analysis. If the principle of verifiability of science requires of
any observer to corroborate a phenomenon under the same conditions, in studying
aesthetics observations vary depending upon the matricial location of the subject.
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This does not condemn us to sheer solipsism, as there will be coincidences with other
observers given the shared interpretative communities and overlapping matrixes in
which we stand. Thus, I invite readers to look at everyday life focusing upon aspects
not previously considered as related to the aesthetic, and to explore from their own
matricial configuration the fascinating manifold of aesthetic activities. What this
book offers is a map for this adventure.

We will thus begin by examining many of the basic theoretical problems that
have concerned and still obsess aestheticians, most of which have become definite
epistemological obstacles for the advancement of aesthetics. We will end in the
all too ordinary activities practiced in our culture, from our way of living, our
language and bearing, the way we adorn ourselves, how we pay tribute to what we
admire and worship, to the ways of legitimizing power, celebrating our triumphs
and remembering our dead. The central thesis of this book is that it is not only
possible but indispensable to open up aesthetics towards the wealth and complexity
of everyday life in its different manifestations. That is exactly what prosaics is about:
simply, everyday aesthetics.

We have now realized that Saussure’s linguistics were but the tip of the iceberg
of an unlimited, pervasive semiosis. I hold that art is no less the tip of a vast and
wide ranging aesthesis. Being a communicative process, aesthetics necessarily is
linked to semiotics, yet there are key differences between them: from semiotics we
obtain meaning and sense, from aesthetics openness and sensitivity; from the former
coherence, from the latter adherence. I hope to be able to prove it.

Katya Mandoki
Universidad Autonoma Metropolitana
Mexico, April 2007
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PART 1
THE LABYRINTHS OF
AESTHETICS

It’s super, it’s grand, it’s a beaut, it’s swell, it’s peachy, it’s the real McCoy, it’s nifty,
it’s gorgeous, it’s cool ... are not just ordinary words; they are everyday aesthetic
judgments. In daily life we constantly and unknowingly pass aesthetic judgments
on a variety of situations, people, and incidents. Aesthetic theory, however, ignored
these commonplace expressions to concentrate only on the pompous judgments of
a group of specialists concerning the relatively minute universe of the artworld. Is
the theoretical edifice inhabited by aestheticians really solid enough to justify their
contempt for everyday aesthetic judgments? Far from it!

I will first acquaint the reader with the main issues in aesthetics being debated
today. My approach will be critical without pretending the complete dismantling
of its conceptual scaffold. Such an approach would divert us from the goal set
here, namely, to explore aesthetics in everyday life. For that purpose, a concise
and synthetic review of ideas inherited principally from Baumgarten and Kant
is necessary to clear the way towards the construction of a theoretical frame for
observing everyday aesthetic phenomena.






Chapter 1

The Problems of Aesthetics

Problems of definition

The term “aesthetic” has been used to designate an experience, the quality of an
object, a feeling of pleasure, classicism in art, a judgment of taste, the capacity of
perception, a value, an attitude, the theory of art, the doctrine of beauty, a state of the
spirit, contemplative receptivity, an emotion, an intention, a way of life, the faculty
of sensibility, a branch of philosophy, a type of subjectivity, the merit of certain
forms, or an act of expression. What this large heterogeneous list clearly indicates is
that aesthetics has not been able to define its object. In some cases it refers to certain
characteristics of the subjects or effects on them. In others, it deals with the qualities
of the object, the qualities of an act, or the analysis of a social practice such as art,
and even of a certain period or style of that practice.

The definition of a concept like “aesthetics” is even more problematic after the
questions Wittgenstein (1958 § 66—72) raised concerning the act of defining. In his
example of the concept of “game”, he claims there is no common characteristic among
the various usages of this word; there are only similarities or family resemblances
and blurred boundaries. For Wittgenstein: “The meaning of a word is in its use in
language.” (§ 43) From this approach, if the concept of aesthetics were in its use,
then we would have to admit that it is related to unisex aesthetics, aesthetic surgery,
or dental aesthetics. It is evident in all these usages that aesthetics refers to beauty
and similar ideas such as the pretty, the cute, the agreeable, the elegant, the nice. It
is not my intention to restrict the terminologies utilized by dentists or dog and hair
stylists, but to establish a theoretical starting point, at least a demarcation, for the
term “aesthetic”.

Problems of location

There is, on the one hand, the problem set forth by Wittgenstein and applied to
aesthetics by Weitz (1989), of whether a definition is at all possible, and on the other
hand, whether aesthetics is a discipline. To regard aesthetics as a discipline may be
a problem for some, for example Diffey (1984), who considers (but unfortunately
does not prove) that aesthetics is not a discipline but a multidisciplinary or an
interdisciplinary field. For Diffey there exist disciplines like philosophy, sociology,
and psychology that may focus occasionally on aesthetic questions. Aesthetics would
then be, for the author, a multidisciplinary problem or object.

Despite Diffey’s very brief argumentation in this regard, he pointed out a real
problem that has not received enough attention in aesthetic theory, which simply
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considers aesthetics as a branch of philosophy. However, there still remains an
ambiguity with regard to whether aesthetics is a discipline, the objects of which are
art and beauty (or significant form, symbolic expression, sensuous experience), or
whether it is an object of various disciplines like psychology, sociology, philosophy,
and history of art.

If aesthetics were an object of various disciplines, we would possess a theoretical
corpus from psychology, sociology, semiotics or history, focused on aesthetics.
This corpus exists in a fragmentary state only. There is no history of aesthetics,
but only of aesthetic theories (for example, Bayer 1984). There is no sociology
of aesthetics, but sociological views of artistic phenomena (for example, Hauser
1969), or psychological approaches to the perception of form (Arnheim 1985). If we
were to define aesthetics exclusively as the study of art (decidedly not the position
taken here) we could agree, and very partially so, with a conception of aesthetics as
the object of various disciplines, since there is sociology of art, history of art, and
theory of art. This definition of aesthetics as the study of art would not, however, be
acceptable to a large number of aestheticians who prefer to define it as the study of
beauty, whereas art would be the subject of another discipline namely, art theory:
Nwodo (1984), for example.

On the other hand, if aesthetics were a discipline, there would be a department
of aesthetics at virtually every university (most disciplines exist first and foremost
as departments in universities). Since that is not the case, students interested
in aesthetics come from departments like philosophy, and in rare cases from art
history. Aesthetics has thus been a branch of another discipline, philosophy, and
not a discipline in the proper sense, the same as ontology, ethics, or metaphysics.
As Berleant has argued (1991, 1): “Nor again can aesthetics claim independence
as a discipline, for many of its leading ideas have been transplanted from broader
philosophical ground. Moreover, for a variety of reasons the study we call aesthetics
is not exclusively philosophical.”

The criticism that Wolff (1983) directs at aesthetics for its lack of a sociological
dimension proves that this branch of philosophy is adamant in not converting itself
into a multidiscipline. So far, there have been almost no non-philosophical approaches
to aesthetics, and these have always been marginal. One such is Bourdieu’s (1987)
critique of aesthetics based upon this point. He even accuses aesthetics of plagiarizing
categories of social sciences and disguising them as its own. He criticizes the
ahistorical character of aesthetic categories and aesthetic experience, which ignores
the social conditions that allow the emergence of such categories and experiences.

The traditional approach to the study of aesthetics is related to philosophical
tendencies from which various theories arise.! To the best of my knowledge, none of

1 Analytical philosophy, based upon Russell, Moore, Weitz, and Goodman, is prevalent
nowadays mainly among Anglo-American aestheticians. Other approaches are, in very general
terms: a) phenomenology inherited from Husserl, Heidegger, Merleau Ponty, and Dufrenne; b)
theories of language and semiotics backed by Cassirer, Shapiro, Wittgenstein, Jakobson, Eco,
and Mukarovsky; ¢) Kantian developments taken by Schaper, Guyer, and Crowther; d) Marxist
aesthetics imposed by Zhdanov, fathered by Lukacs, and followed by Sanchez Vazquez,
Bujarin, Kosik, Della Volpe, Gramsci, Lunacharsky, Benjamin, Adorno, and Eagleton; e)



The Problems of Aesthetics 5

these theories or tendencies constitutes a discipline; rather, each views art, aesthetics
and beauty from its own methodological perspective.

Currently, aesthetics is not multidisciplinary precisely because it rejects any
non-philosophical challenge (in some cases, even a challenge from non-analytic
aesthetics) be it sociological (as claimed by Wolff), anthropological, biological,
psychological, semiotic, economic or political. One cannot blame aesthetics for
being so hermetic. Viewed as a branch of philosophy, it cannot do otherwise. Its
limitations could be removed by means of another orientation, not as a branch of
philosophy, but as the interdiscipline that Diffey apparently had in mind.

Aesthetics is not only a philosophical problem. It is also a social, symbolic,
communicative, political, historical, anthropological, even neurological and
especially pedagogical one as well. It therefore requires an interdisciplinary,
comprehensive orientation. I am proposing an interdisciplinary rather than a
transdisciplinary aesthetics since the purpose is to integrate and not to transcend
disciplinary approaches, many of which have managed to construct methodological
tools that are indispensable for dealing with aesthetic problems. To sum up, aesthetics
should not be treated as a branch of philosophy but requires a multidisciplinary
approach. As I will contend in Part II, the aesthetic is not only about the ontological
status of artworks or beauty but a complex dimension that cuts across social life in a
manner similar to the political, economic, technological or semiotic.

Problems of distinction

There have been numerous attempts to define aesthetics and to distinguish it from the
philosophy of art. With the provocative title of “Philosophy of art versus aesthetics”
Christopher S. Nwodo (1984) made a historical investigation beginning with Plato,
passing through Thomas Aquinas, continuing with Kant, and culminating with
Heidegger, Kovacs, Maritain, Steinkraus, and Lipman to contend that these are two
distinct disciplines. The proposal as such is not new, since more than half a century
ago Wilhelm Worringer, Max Dessoir and Emil Utitz proposed the Allgemeine
Kunstwissenschaft or general science of the arts as independent from aesthetics. In
fact, art history is becoming increasingly more and more unconnected to aesthetics
since philosophical problems are rarely addressed in this field. Proof of this are the
publications and clearly differentiated interests of each area: there are very few art
historians interested in problems of aesthetic theory, while philosophers of aesthetics
rarely consult textbooks by art historians.

For Nwodo, aesthetics would be the theory that studies beauty, leaving art to the
theory of art. He eludes the objections regarding the pertinence of the concept of
beauty for aesthetic theory and the arguments about its uselessness (like those posed

idealism in Croce, Schopenhauer, Collingwood, Schiller, and Fichte; f) intentionalists or
expressivists such as Langer, Ayer; g) essentialists such as Kainz; h) deconstructionists like
Derrida, Culler, and so on; i) analytic-institutionalists such as Danto and Dickie, j) pragmatists
like Dewey followed by Shusterman; k) feminists, namely Korsmeyer, Hine, Brand, and
Langer (Cassandra) among others; and 1) environmental aesthetics initiated by Berleant and
Carlson, as well as Haapala, and von Bonsdorff.
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by John Dewey, Richard Hamann, and Mikel Dufrenne). The problem with Nwodo’s
proposal is not so much that, in contemporary art, beauty progressively lost the
dominant role it played in traditional academic art, although this seems to be one of
the reasons for the distinctions pointed out. The problem is that, as a category, beauty
lacks sufficient relevance in itself for establishing a whole disciplinary field around
it, say “beautology”. If that were to be the case, then there is no reason why other
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disciplines such as “uglology”, “sublimology”, “tragicology”, “grotesqueology”,
“sordidology”, “comicology”, and “triviology” could not be equally established.
With this reduction to the absurd it is evident that it is not possible to establish a
discipline upon one of the various aesthetic categories. Anyway, in principle we can
agree with Nwodo about the importance of differentiating aesthetics (if not as the
theory of beauty) from philosophy of art.

Art is a technique for the production of sensitive effects, and, thus, constitutes a
part of aesthetics. At this point, the role sensibility has for Baumgarten and orthodox
aesthetics is still valid, except that by aesthetics we may not understand the study of
beauty and art, but of activities related to our sensibility as live beings.? Beauty is
only one of the many, many categories in the production of sensitive effects. There
are almost as many aesthetic categories as there are adjectives in a language, and
art is only one of its manifestations. Besides, not only art, but also science involves
aesthetic considerations (cf. Osborne 1981, 1982, 1984, 1986; Heisenberg—1974;
Engler 1990, Wechsler 1978).

Aesthetics is definitely an elusive phenomenon difficult to define by the traditional
philosophical procedure of necessary and sufficient reasons. It is difficult to locate
as a specialized discipline or a multidisciplinary object, and hard to distinguish from
related fields, such as philosophy of art, art history and art criticism. What remains
possible, however, is marking its boundaries despite its blurred edges. I shall attempt
to do that in Part II.

2 Rubert de Ventds (1969) and John Dewey ([1934] 1980) also understood aesthetics
as basically related to sensibility, following Baumgarten’s initiative. All three philosophers,
however, limited the aesthetic to the artistic.
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Chapter 2

The Fetishes of Aesthetics

The fetish of beauty

The notion of beauty has been, and continues to be, the cornerstone of aesthetic
theory. As such, it has generated numerous problems. Consequently, Nwodo (among
other authors) proposed a distinction between aesthetics and philosophy of art that
defines the former centering on beauty as its main disciplinary object, whereas the
artistic would pertain exclusively to the latter. It must be emphasized, however, that
beauty (as truth, justice or goodness) is an effect of language and not an ontological
fact: it results from the conversion of an evaluative adjective (beautiful, true, just,
and good) into a noun (beauty, truth, justice, and goodness). It thus appears to have
been existing on its own, independently from the subject who, in fact, originally
judged something as being good, just, true, and beautiful. This is how beauty
becomes a fetish, appearing to have powers of its own and to exist independently of
the subject.

All these evaluations are made by persons who depend on certain conventions to
decode the meanings that “good”, “beautiful”, and “just” can take and to select the
objects these may be attributed to. This explains why the deformation of the lower
lip among the people of certain African tribes, the flattening of the forehead among
the Mayans, the malformation of Chinese women’s feet, the silicone injection into
the breasts and of collagen into the lips among Western women, the eyelid surgery
among oriental women, tattoos, laceration, piercing and lifting can be considered by
some as beautiful. In similar terms, the hand amputation of those accused of theft
among orthodox Moslems, pouring acid over Pakistani women’s faces, the death
penalty in several states of the USA, the sale of children and women into prostitution
and slavery in many countries are considered justifiable in their respective social
contexts. The existence of the phlogiston or of ether in the universe has also been
taken as truth during certain periods in the history of science.

I am not trying here to argue for total relativism: on the contrary, whereas beauty
is context dependent, justice is definitely not as it involves the absolute principle of
life and of individual integrity. Rather, my point is that, whereas justice is absolute
concerning human life, since its consequences are irreversible, beauty is relative
and does not exist in itself. Beauty is a linguistic effect used by a particular subject
to describe personal experiences and social conventions, not things that exist
independently of perception. The notion of beauty is a linguistic categorization of a
non-linguistic experience, although it can be provoked by language (in the case of
literature and poetry), or provoke the production of language (the typical case, art
criticism). Beauty subsists only in the subjects who experience it, just as life only
exists in live beings.
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It is not enough, however, to declare that beauty is a fetish in order to get rid
of it in aesthetic theory. Mikel Dufrenne (1973, 1viii), for one, warns us: “we shall
avoid invoking the concept of the beautiful, because it is a notion that, depending on
the extension we give it, seems either useless for our purposes or dangerous”. But
then he ends up declaring: “Basically, it is not we who decide what is beautiful. The
object itself decides, and it does so by manifesting itself. The aesthetic judgment is
passed from within the object rather than within us. We do not define the beautiful,
we ascertain what the object is.” (Dufrenne 1973, Ixii)

The author questions the fetishism of beauty, but ends up inventing another even
worse: objects that “decide by themselves”, are capable of establishing “an aesthetic
judgment from within”, and define themselves as beautiful. In something he is right,
namely in the danger of the notion of beauty, that, in his case, laid out this snare for
him.

For John Dewey too, the notion of beauty, for theoretical ends, becomes an
obstructive term.

Beauty is at the furthest remove from an analytic term, and hence from a conception that
can figure in theory as a means of explanation or classification. Unfortunately, it has been
hardened into a peculiar object; emotional rapture has been subjected to what philosophy
calls hypostatization, and the concept of beauty as an essence of intuition has resulted. For
purposes of theory, it then becomes and obstructive term. (Dewey [1934] 1980, 129-30)

Thus we might follow Dewey’s more coherent direction and assert that beauty is
not a quality of objects in themselves but an effect of the relation that a subject
establishes with a particular object from a particular social context of evaluation
and interpretation. It is the subject’s sensibility that discovers its objects and sees
in them what it has put into them, not according to a personal whim but depending
on its socio-cultural, perceptive, and evaluative conditions. In this sense, we return
to the starting point from which philosopher David Hume began to reflect by the
eighteenth century on the problems of taste and beauty to settle them respectively as
diverse and relative.

The fetish of the artwork

I donotintend to criticize here the exaggerated importance given to artistic production
in aesthetic theory. What interests me in this section is analyzing fetishism in its literal
sense: the work of art converted into a fetish, possessor of human and superhuman
powers and capacities, or even magical attributes. From a Marxist point of view,
Terry Eagleton (1990) detects with great perspicuity that the work of art has been for
aesthetic theory a sort of subject that embodies all the values the bourgeoisie sought
to legitimize since the Enlightenment. Values like autonomy, self-regulation, self-
determination, lawless legality, self-management, and the individual as an end-in-
itself (all attributed to the work of art by aesthetic theory) provide the perfect model
of subjectivity that the early capitalist society required. This idea became so effective
that art acquired greater rights than the very subject it tried to resemble or constitute
in what Eagleton denominates as “ideology of the aesthetic”. In other words, the
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bourgeoisie of the eighteenth century imagined a subject whose characteristics were
metaphorically projected into the work of art, but all subsequent aesthetic theory
took this image literally. Hence, the emergence of views of the artistic artifact
as in itself capable of expression, of autonomy, of meaning, of attitudes, and of
values. Kant clearly indicated that the harmony we ascribe to the object is, in fact,
the projection of our cognitive faculties of imagination and understanding upon it,
and not a specific factor within the work itself. Analytical aesthetics, however, have
taken literally what in its origin was a metaphorical expression, and thoroughly
tries to prove the ontological status of beauty and of the work of art as existing by
themselves, independently of the subject.

The idea that a work of art “expresses” is an effect of language. It can be said; I
have just said it. Picasso’s Guernica “expresses” the terror of a massacre that occurred
in 1937. There it is, said. This doesn’t mean, however, that because something is
enunciable, it is possible (I can say: the griffon is eating lentils; enunciable albeit
impossible) and much less real. This is to conflate language with reality (although
reality is, in fact, basically constituted by language). To invoke is not so easy, nor
is magic so accessible. To say that art expresses does not imply that this is indeed
the case. Works of art don’t talk; language is the ability of the subject only, not of
inanimate objects. A text doesn’t say anything. It is the subject who, through the text,
produces certain meanings. This mechanism of fetishization, of attributing powers
and capacities to objects, is the same Marx saw in the relation of the worker with the
commodities he himself produces seeing only relations among objects, rather than
social relations between human beings mediated by commodities. It’s true that there
are ways of speaking that allow us to envision an object being expressive. In this
case, however, the expression that seems to be found in a work of art is only that of
the artist, coagulated as a trace in the object. Whoever is expressing is always and
only a subject who is then interpreted by another subject.

There is, however, no symmetry between aesthetic enunciation and aesthetic
interpretation, since the former depends on the latter and not vice versa. An act of
enunciation is aesthetic if, and only if, it is interpreted as such, even if only by the
enouncers themselves. On the other hand, objects, events, persons, acts that did not
emerge with any aesthetic intention can nonetheless become aesthetic as a result
of interpretation. A murmuring voice can have no meaning to a certain subject but
be intensely seductive or evocative to another. Gadamer was right in claiming that
aesthetics is mainly an act of interpretation, since appreciation and valuation are
always interpretative. As for Dewey, “the word ‘esthetic’ refers ... to experience
as appreciative, perceiving, enjoying. It denotes the consumer’s rather than the
producer’s standpoint” ([1934] 1980, 47), it is an act of reception.

Among the best-known theoreticians who ground aesthetic theory on the notion
of “expression” is Susanne Langer (1979, 240). She understands art as symbolic
expression created for our perception through form expressing human feelings
directed to our senses or imagination. Even if what she says sounds reasonable,
art, however, does not “express” any human feeling but it is the artist’s feelings
and thoughts that are interpreted by the spectator through the work of art, and who
lets herself be emotionally aroused by it. Allow me once more to insist that it is not
art, artworks or forms that express; it is artists who do, just as it is not language



10 Everyday Aesthetics

that signifies but the subject who articulates it to produce signification. Art is not
the expression of emotions; there are spectators who perceive and interpret certain
properties of objects like sounds, colors or brush strokes as an expression of emotions
stemming from their own experience with that object.

Things are not capable of acting; a medicine does not cure, nor does a text
please (as Barthes would imply by “the pleasures of the text™). It is the patient who
cures himself by taking the medicine, and a reader who delights herself by reading
a text. This effect of fetishization is a habit so deeply rooted in language, that it
would be a titanic enterprise, if not an impossible one, trying to defeat it. What is
worth emphasizing, however, is that we are dealing with an effect of language, and
not a real fact; it is a way of speaking, not of being. When one and the other are
confused, there appear aberrations like the “objectivity of beauty”, the “expression
of the work of art”, the “pleasures of the text” (and not through the text), and the
“sensual objects”, or “aesthetic objects” (literally objects—not subjects—capable of
experience or sensibility).

Dufrenne acknowledges that an object is only an object for a subject, but a few
paragraphs later he says: “The aesthetic object is nothing more than sensuous in all
its glory, whose form, ordering it, manifests plenitude and necessity, and that carries
within itself and immediately reveals the meaning that animates it.” (Dufrenne 1987,
5) He is suggesting that an object can be sensuous, capable of sensuality and animated
by meaning. Fetishism in aesthetics is similar to that of religion and witchcraft: if the
statue of a saint can make miracles or a doll can summon an evil spell, a work of art
can express. It is only a matter of faith.

Let me warn the reader that whenever “language betrays me” in cases of
conventional fetishization, please read instead something like “in case I betray myself
through language”. We must be careful about magical thinking: it is fine for the child
who perceives that he is followed by the moon, that toys break, clothes get dirty, and
trees move away from the car window. If language “engenders” concepts, it also
“disguises” its effects as being part of reality. We all practice a form of animism in
language that anthropomorphizes things and invests them with human qualities. In
an artwork, this animism is more tempting since it is created to exhibit the traces
of human activity, of the artist’s emotions and attitudes. In theory, nevertheless,
this linguistic animism must be avoided whenever possible, because a theoretical
construction can collapse by confusing facts with words.

The fetish of the aesthetic object

This is by far the most deep-rooted and problem-ridden fetish of aesthetics. To
begin with, the term “aesthetic object” is already an oxymoron since the aesthetic
denotes, by definition and etymology, the capacity to perceive, appreciate, enjoy, and
experience. How then, taken literally, can an object perceive, appreciate, enjoy, or
experience? Dufrenne, for example, starts his discussion of aesthetic experience and
aesthetic object by confronting the problem of the circularity of definitions, namely:
the aesthetic object is that which is captured through aesthetic experience, and an
aesthetic experience is that which is established in relation to the aesthetic object. He
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states that by aesthetic experience he will refer to the spectator’s and not the artist’s,
although it may exist in both. This distinction appears to me totally irrelevant to the
problem he intends to face, since the artist is always already (as deconstructionists
love to say) a spectator, the very first concerning his own work. Dufrenne tries to
evade the idealism and the psychologism implied in his approach when he affirms
that:

[P]erception, aesthetic or non-aesthetic, does not create a new object, and that object as
aesthetically perceived is not different from the thing objectively known or created that
solicits this perception (in this case, the perception of the work of art). Within the aesthetic
experience that unites them, we can therefore distinguish the object from its perception in
order to study each separately. (Dufrenne 1973, xlix)

I think, however, that Dufrenne is mistaken when he states that “perception, aesthetic
or non-aesthetic, doesn’t create a new object”. It definitely creates it! If we consider
that the object is only something physical, a thing, his statement is true: we do not
produce physically a thing only by perceiving it (even though we do produce it
mentally qua object of perception, we produce a synaptic map so to say). But any
object, say a urinal for Duchamp, when aesthetically perceived becomes an aesthetic
object, and when presented in an artistic institution becomes a work of art. Here
we witness a metamorphosis of a physical, functional and commercial object into a
sensorially or formally appreciated object (even if that was not Duchamp’s point, I
was surprised to find that so it seems for some aestheticians who estimate the urinal
for its form, color and texture!) and then into an artistic object.

Dufrenne’s mistake results from his lack of differentiation between the aesthetic
and the non-aesthetic, and between the aesthetic and the artistic. The object qua
aesthetic depends upon the subject’s aesthetic appreciation. Its physical existence, on
the other hand, does not depend on this judgment. The object perceived aesthetically
is indeed qualitatively different from the thing used functionally. A urinal proposed
by Duchamp as Fountain and exhibited in a museum as a work of art is different
from a urinal solely appreciated by its shape and texture in a bathroom furniture
store, and different again from the one utilized to soothe a physiological urgency.
We are talking here about three distinct types of objects: the artistic, the aesthetic,
and the functional. All three are objects only to a subject who interprets them as such
depending on the code used and the context of observation.

Supposing that instead of the Brillo boxes which Warhol replicated in wood
to present them as artworks (Danto’s recurrent example), he would have used
real ones (that is, the same cardboard boxes for packaging materials taken from a
supermarket). These boxes might physically be the same supermarket items, but as
aesthetic objects they are qualitatively different from the boxes as functional objects
because they are solemnly presented within the consecrating spaces of museums and
art galleries, and thus acquire a particular social value.! It is necessary to distinguish,

1 It reminds me of the scaffolding I rented from a company to elaborate and present my
artwork Histogram at the gallery of the Auditorio Nacional in 1985 in Mexico City. The work
got the prize at a national contest and exhibition of alternative art—thus conferred the status
of art. So, was the scaffolding used art?
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therefore, between the utilitarian object that depends on its being put to use, the
artistic object that depends on an institution to be classified as such (cf. Dickie 1974,
Danto 1964), and the aesthetic object that depends on the aptitude of a subject to
enjoy, appreciate, or endure it.

The circularity in the definition of aesthetic object-aesthetic experience that
frightens Dufrenne must certainly be faced and resolved. Its solution lies not
with regard to the aesthetic object, but in relation to the subject apt for aesthetic
appreciation. To deny that the aesthetic originates in the subject—psychologism or
not—equals to denying that knowledge originates in the subject. Here we have the
positivistic dream of some aestheticians who believe that all problems of aesthetic
theory would dissolve as soon as specific objects, features or qualities could be
established so distinctly that they automatically, inescapably, produce an aesthetic
experience in any subject exposed to them. This concept leads them to emit ideas
like “What the artwork expects from the spectator” and “What the artwork brings
to the spectator” (Dufrenne 1973, Part 1 and 2 of Chapter 3). Similar sentences
can be found in other texts by the same author, for whom: “the aesthetic object
incessantly exercises a demand on the one who performs or observes it; through this
demand it reveals a desire-to-be that somehow warrants its being.” (Dufrenne 1987,
6) Dufrenne passes from fetishism of beauty to fetishism of the aesthetic object,
namely, from fetishism that hipostasizes an idea to one that anthropomorphizes
the object. In both cases, the object is endowed, albeit metaphorically (but ends up
taken literally), with the human capacities of perception, joy, assessment of beauty,
emotionality, expression, sensibility, and sensuality. The aptitudes of the subject and
the relations that can be established with the object are hallucinated as aptitudes of
the object itself and the relations that it would establish with the subject.

The conclusion set forth here diverges from that of Dufrenne: it is indeed
necessary to distinguish the physical object from the aesthetic object, since the latter
depends on sensibility, whereas the former does not necessarily do so. Dufrenne’s
goal in his analysis is the distinction between aesthetic experience and aesthetic
object. This can only be established by considering the aesthetic object a product
of an aesthetic relation that a subject establishes with it, and not the reverse (the
subject is not the product of the object). Dufrenne wanted to elude the psychologism
implicit in this definition; and yet, the positivism that permeates his writing (strange
for a phenomenologist, as it seems a metaphorical positivism) is equally dangerous.
We cannot deny that we are impinging upon the field of psychology when we talk of
emotions, perception, and sensibility. But what is the problem with having objects
common to aesthetics and psychology? Infection perhaps? Analytic aestheticians
tenaciously defend their discipline from psychologism for fear of being absorbed into
it (see Chapter 4). That is why they hold on fast and steady to the aesthetic object, to
beauty, and to the work of art understanding them as “objective aesthetic objects”.
In their endeavor to distance themselves from psychologism, they increasingly
subordinate the subject to the object. That is exactly what Dufrenne (1973, 1-1i)
proposes to do when he asserts that the definition of aesthetic experience is too
wobbly “because we do not introduce enough precision into the definition of the
aesthetic object. And how shall we introduce it?—by subordinating the experience
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to the object instead of the object to the experience, and by defining the object itself
through the work of art.””

This type of conceptual endeavor seeks a touchstone or a definite object from
which to construct its theory. However, in this attempt it is easily forgotten that,
after all, it was originally art, aesthetic objects, qualities and shapes that this theory
intended to explain, judge, evaluate, justify, and legitimize; these are its problems
rather than its foundations. Mainstream aesthetics will corroborate the privileged
status of certain objects, artworks and, by contagion, of certain subjects who are in
contact with them, namely, aestheticians and art historians, although there are many
other objects, subjects, and events pertinent to aesthetics. Aestheticians continue to
work alone in the museums, libraries and art galleries with their coffee table books
and academic journals so as not to be disturbed by the smell, heat, and sweat of
everyday life.

2 Another author, who not only shares this belief of the independent existence of the
aesthetic object, but of the “aesthetic qualities”, is A. MacC. Armstrong (1987, 7), who even
states that “the configuration (shapeliness) has proven to be a quality that is a real quality, a
quality inherent to the object, and a quality that is normative or different from morality, as well
as from utility”.






Chapter 3

The Myths of Aesthetics

The myth of the opposition art/reality and aesthetics/everyday life

Despite John Dewey’s insistence on the continuity of art and reality and his arguments
against the “museum view” of the aesthetic, it is still common to find in aesthetic
theory the presupposition that art and beauty are spheres separated from the ordinary
world and, therefore, those who write about them have a secret access to them.
By applying categories like “the autonomy of art” and “distanced contemplation”,
mainstream aesthetics separates the aesthetic from ordinary life and art from reality
invoking essentialist and supra-historic truths often with strongly religious hues.
This idealization of aesthetics is common to romanticists, philosophical idealists,
and Marxists alike.

Such contrast between art and reality, echoed in the separation between aesthetics
and everyday life, is one of the most common problems posed by artists, critics,
and art theoreticians. Marxist aesthetics—as well as the diatribe prevalent up to the
mid-twentieth century between artists in favor of “art for art’s sake” versus those
siding with “committed art”—were based on this false problem. Underlying this is
the myth of the disconnection between art and life, art and society, and aesthetics and
the everyday. In the first case, art was supposedly able to afford a total separation
from reality, while in the latter it had to search for an active connection towards
social change. Art, however, no matter how elitist it may be, is and has always been
a social product and is linked to society. Even the position of “art for art’s sake”
implies social commitment, namely a commitment to non-commitment with certain
political or social groups, and consequently to remain tacitly committed to others.

Socialist realism (such as Brecht’s theater and Mexican muralism) believed in
the direct connection between art and reality to the degree that it postulated the
transformation of reality by means of art. This tendency was concerned with the
problem of whether to elevate the masses toward art or to lower art to the masses. The
relation art-reality was soon substituted by the need to resolve the elitism in the fine
arts for its propagandistic instrumentation. The point was to transform highbrow art—
a manifestation of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie—into a cultural manifestation
that included the masses and the proletariat. It failed because the masses have their
own artists, conventions, and genres, while these elite artists simply transplanted
their own conventions into another, quite foreign, horizon of expectations. What
must be noted is that art and reality, like aesthetics and the everyday, are totally
entwined, not thanks to the explicit will of the artist, but because there is nothing
further, beneath or beyond reality. Even dreams are real, as dreams. The effort to
unite art-reality is, therefore, unnecessary. Moreover, when art manifests itself as
a mechanism for evasion or for emancipation (what the Frankfort School intended
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to promote) it is fatally and irremediably immersed in reality, whether indexically
pointing at it by the evasion itself (silence is very eloquent) or by assuming particular
sides for criticism or emancipation.

By contrast, Mijail Bakhtin and Walter Benjamin recognize the insertion of the
artistic into reality, though the former understands this relation in ethical terms when
he states that: “A poet must recognize that his poetry is guilty of the triviality of life,
and the man in life must know that his lack of demand and seriousness in his existential
problems are guilty of the sterility of art. Art and life are not the same, but they must
be united in me, within the unit of my responsibility.” (Bakhtin 1990, 11-12)'

In his classic essay “The work of art in the era of mechanical reproduction”,
Benjamin recognizes that technologies of industrial production correspond directly
with the production of artistic images, and that there is no such separation between
art and reality. Adorno criticizes Benjamin for his lack of mediation and his reduction
of artistic phenomena to the technical and social. Nonetheless, Benjamin was right in
detecting the intimacy in the relation between art and its technological environment.
Contemporary visual production of great aesthetic quality in film and video attests
to this fact. Similarly, recorded music or Vasareli’s visual artworks reproduced by
thousands through mechanical processes as in an art factory do not invalidate their
artistic status. Even science fiction and genres of the fantastic are always anchored
in some region of reality and knitted with the very fabric of the real so as to maintain
a significant degree of plausibility.

It is true, as Adorno denounced, that there is alienation, reification, and dogmatism
in everyday life. But artistic reality, if one could separate it from everyday life, also
exhibits alienation from less agreeable aspects of reality, reification of beauty, and
the tendency to dogmatically reproduce its own values, ideology, categories, and
established hierarchies. To seek refuge within the confines of art and beauty is the
typical resort of a puritanical gesture that nonetheless always fails, because the
world of art is the same world of everybody else with its meanness and greatness, its
refinement and its coarseness. Greatness and refinement are part of ordinary extra-
artistic reality, as meanness and vulgarity are part of the arts.

Art is an activity with various facets and uses; it may be pecuniary, linguistic,
ethical, cathartic, libidinal, aimed at affirming the author’s or the owner’s prestige
in the process of social distinction, and political in the forging of national and ethnic
identities. Nowadays, artists’ names and signatures circulate within the artistic matrix
by conventions and hierarchies similar to credit cards or paper money in the market.
The value of a signed plastic card, like that of an artist’s signature on a paper napkin
with a doodle or a urinal in a museum, are purely conventional, and they function
as signs and symbols by a system of differences and oppositions. Not that art has
prostituted herself since she was never a virgin; and this despite of, or rather due to,
her intimate relations with religion.

To insist on the separation between art and life equals to believing in the
separation between science, technology, philosophy, and life. All are ways for the
appropriation of reality, ways of seeing and understanding life, and of transforming
it. Just as a “butterfly effect” that could cause, by successive effects, a hurricane on

1 All translations from Spanish texts to English are mine.
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the other side of the planet, the alterations in one area of social life generate changes
in many other spheres, among them, of course, art.

This myth of the opposition of aesthetics and everyday life is so deep-rooted
that philosophers of aesthetics don’t even consider it necessary to make it explicit.
When they accidentally collide with the relation between the aesthetic and the
everyday without the alibi of beauty, they simply ignore it, as does Dickie in his
criticism of Stolnitz, or evade it; and if they face it, they contradict themselves.
Let me refer to the curious case of Jerome Stolnitz (1992, 10), who defines the
aesthetic attitude as “disinterested and sympathetic attention to and contemplation of
any object of awareness whatsoever, exclusively for its own sake alone” (emphasis
mine). Notice that he states that any object is apt for an aesthetic contemplation,
but then he recants when he mentions the possibility of an aesthetic experience in
a dirty market of a run-down suburb. Stolnitz comments “Evidence of this kind
[of an aesthetic experience in a shabby market] cannot establish that all objects
can be aesthetic objects. When such evidence is multiplied, however, it makes this
assumption a reasonable one at the outset of aesthetic inquiry.” (Stolnitz 1992, 13)
This affirmation is very much surprising for two reasons: first, because, as mentioned
before, it flagrantly contradicts his definition that includes “any object”, to deny it
later; and second, because no philosopher, much less an aesthetician, has until now
depended on a quantitative approach like “the multiplication of evidence” to make
a statement. Stolnitz contradicts himself again at the end of his article, reaffirming
that “anything at all, whether sensed or perceived, whether it is the product of
imagination or conceptual thought, can become the object of aesthetic attention”.
Still, he does not develop the idea any further, but just drops it like a hot potato on the
lap of the reader. Dickie (1992) mercilessly analyzes Stolnitz’s position, yet he does
not make any reference to this most controversial affirmation, nor does he comment
on this contradiction, since he takes for granted (and his examples prove it), that the
aesthetic is limited to the artistic.

Extending the aesthetic to the everyday results in really threatening specialists,
since it exposes the field of aesthetics to the risk of collapse when divested from its
object, be it beauty or art. If aesthetics is not confined to art and beauty, it vanishes
right before the terrified eyes of aestheticians. (cf. Chapter 16 on panaestheticism)

The myth of aesthetic disinterest

The idea of aesthetic disinterest already appears in Shaftesbury and Hume as
a reaction against bourgeois’ egotism and coarse instrumentality, but it was
consolidated precisely with Kant’s Critique of Judgment § 2. He defines aesthetic
experience as a “disinterested delight” in beauty to differentiate it from interested
delight in the agreeable and the good. For Kant there is neither practical interest in
the object or through it in aesthetic experience, nor in the existence of the object or
owning it. Kant, as Shaftesbury and Hume, institutes the concept of “disinterest”
to prevent “tarnishing” the judgment of beauty with worldly preoccupations and to
differentiate aesthetic delight (as disinterested) from the delight in the good or the
agreeable (considered as interested).
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It is necessary to recognize, however, that if the concept of “disinterested delight”
would hold, it should encompass as well the delight in the good, and in the agreeable.
In other words, it is possible to feel “disinterested delight” not only in beauty, but also
in an agreeable conversation or a kind deed. One can also enjoy the representation
of Tago’s wickedness, or the disagreeable appearance of the hunchback of Notre
Dame. Additionally, one must admit, no matter how shameful, that there can be
“disinterested delight” in evil when it is enjoyed for its own sake alone, since human
beings are capable of disinterest in the Kantian sense not only with regard to beauty
but also to ugliness and depravity. We cannot take the easy way out of dismissing
these real cases on the ground that they are immoral. We are aestheticians, not
moralists, and it is our duty to understand them, even if morally repugnant, or rather
precisely because of it. In any case, it is not so easy to differentiate objects that
provide disinterested delight from those of interested delight, as Kant pretended,
and even less to prove that there is disinterest in this and not in that delight, since to
experience delight already involves an interest due to its pleasurable effects.

This myth of Kantian disinterest is still upheld by many contemporary authors like
Stolnitz, Crowther (1987), and others. Berleant (1986 I, 11, 1991) and Dickie (1974),
on the other hand, question it and propose respectively the term “engagement”, or
“focused attention”. For Berleant (1992, 18) “the notion of unitary perception in
aesthetic experience has thus gradually taken form as an alternative to the theory
of disinterestedness”. For Dickie, what counts is exclusively the attention given
to an object;? disinterest (a mere synonym to attention), becomes consequently an
irrelevant notion. It may be worth noting that, oddly enough, when discussing the
concept of Kantian “disinterest”, many Anglo-American aestheticians relate it to
“attention” rather than to “delight”, which was the original sense used by Kant.

For reasons different from those of Dickie, and more akin to Berleant’s, I maintain
that aesthetic appreciation is never disinterested. There is always an interest of the
subject on the object, whether to derive pleasure, satisfy curiosity, understand or
explore it, get emotional nourishment, be excited, involved, or aroused. Crowther
(1987) finds an excellent example to illustrate Kantian disinterest and advocate on
its behalf: a mirage in the desert. According to him, we aesthetically appreciate the
mirage of an oasis without having the least interest in its physical existence. We
could have a utilitarian interest in its existence if we were dead-thirsty (that for
Crowther is not aesthetic interest), but to appreciate the beauty of that imaginary
landscape we don’t need its material existence. This example is so good that it
not only invalidates Kantian disinterest, despite Crowther’s intentions, but also
involuntarily refutes the notion of “aesthetic aspects” proposed by Crowther. Let
us see how that happens. Obviously in the mirage there is no objective aspect to
detect, regardless of the amount of attention paid to it, because there is no “aesthetic
object” as understood by the naive realism of analytic aesthetics. What, then, are

2 Dickie argues that there is only one way of listening or attending to music in his
example of Jones who listens to it to take an exam the next day, and Smith, who does not have
an ulterior motive. He does, I insist: Smith’s ulterior motive could be his satisfaction. There
are as many ways to listen to music or to see a painting as there are subjects that relate to them,
but in all of them there exists an interest.
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the “aesthetic aspects” that attention detects in this case? In fact, aspects only exist
through a perceptive or aspectual activity of the subject (call it the “aspector”).
As far as disinterest goes when perceiving that imaginary landscape, find a single
spectator who would not prefer the landscape to exist physically in order to enter it
and increase the delight it can provide: to smell its aromas, taste the refreshing water,
and feel the cool shade of its palm trees. (This refutes, unwillingly, also the myth of
the aesthetic distancing, which will be dealt with in the next section.) The mirage
as such is purely visual, but it “seduces” the subject who is certainly interested in
its physical existence for achieving a more integral, intense experience. Crowther
is fascinated by the mirage of the mirage because he shares the prevailing idea in
aesthetic theory that contemplation from a distance is the aesthetic experience par
excellence. He forgets that aesthetic delight in a landscape, as that in architecture,
depends also on exploring it from the inside, smelling the wood, brick, leather ....
You do not enjoy equally the fagade of a building when reproduced by photography
as you do the architectonic work in its entirety.

The strongest argument against this idea of disinterest lies in the worldwide
reaction to the vandalism against Michelangelo’s Pieta some years ago, the indignation
against the destruction of monumental Buddha by the Talibans in Afghanistan and
the looting of cultural treasures from the Baghdad museum during the war on Iraq.
We cannot remain indifferent to the destruction of beautiful designs and works of
art precisely because of the aesthetic value they have for us. There is no doubt that
aesthetic appreciation demands the existence of the objects that provide it; and it is
impossible to remain detached from their existence or destruction.

Kant’s concept of disinterest can be applicable not to the aesthetic relation but to
the semiotic import of an object or event. In other words, when the semiosic process
is substituted by aesthetic appreciation, the subject may be disinterested in what
an object means to concentrate instead on ow it is presented, namely the aesthetic
value it acquires for him. When encountering a friend, after semiotically recognizing
who she is, the subject will focus on how she looks, speaks, appears to be, and so
on, that is, on her aesthetic presence. On seeing a cactus and after re-cognizing it as,
say, an Opuntia, semiosic disinterest can give way to aesthetic appreciation: we will
then perceive its shape and color, how thorns emerge symmetrically, how the gray
on its skin contrasts with the green, its texture and composition. Thus, the semiosic
process passes from the front stage of perception (in recognition) to the backstage as
disinterest giving way to aesthetic dis-covery. To sum it up, in aesthetic appreciation
there is no aesthetic disinterest, but only, and to a certain degree, semiosic disinterest
at the moment when semiosis passes to a secondary plane in perception for the
emergence of aesthetic appreciation.

The myth of aesthetic distance

With the concept of psychical distance, Edward Bullough (1979) leans on a long
philosophical tradition that seems more preoccupied with legitimizing the distance
of the aesthete with regard to the masses and of educated taste with respect to the
vulgar one, than to advance the understanding of the aesthetic. Bullough’s concept
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of aesthetic distancing actually echoes Kantian disinterest and inherits us the same
problems.’

The example that Bullough presents to argue his case is that of a jealous husband
who assists to the representation of Othello and identifies himself to such an extent
with the storyline, thinking of his personal problems, that he loses the necessary
distance to aesthetically enjoy the drama. On the other hand, it could be argued
that his emotional state might even intensify the experience of the drama, and not
necessarily impair it. Contrarily, an eight-year-old child who attends the performance
will be so remote from the problem of marital jealousy, that it could hardly generate
the necessary empathy to enjoy it. What would then be the adequate distance?

Dickie (1988, 12) proposes the term sharply focused instead of detached to
define aesthetic appreciation. For him, lack of detachment would simply mean lack
of attention to the artwork, being absorbed with one’s own thoughts. The Dickiean
concept of “focus” does not consider, however, that such focus can be not only sharp,
butblurred, convergent or divergent, and even wide-angle or telephoto as well. Blurred
focus reminds me of the idea of distracted aesthetic perception that Benjamin (1968)
talked about with regard to movie-goers; there are different degrees of attention or
dispersed foci as in aesthetic reception typical of soap operas or musical programs
in television. Dickie, of course, would never concede that in this case you could talk
of aesthetic appreciation, because, as we shall see later, for the author there is only
the dichotomy attention/no attention. Neither would Bullough, but for other reasons,
because since the soap opera viewer and movie-goers need to identify themselves
with the protagonists, weep at their woes and be happy at their joy, they cancel
the necessary contemplative distance. Nonetheless, Aristotle clearly claimed that to
share the feeling of “fear and pity” with the protagonists through identification is the
condition for the cathartic process provided by an artwork; psychical distance would
thus cancel catharsis.

It is Bertolt Brecht (1985, 327) who takes the concept of distancing as the key
technique of his epic theater. He calls it Verfremdungseffekt or the effect of distancing
that “has the purpose of placing the spectator in an inquisitive, critical attitude before
the process being represented”. Brecht does not seek identification with the events
on stage by the public and its resultant Aristotelian catharsis. On the contrary, he
tries to break the “hypnotic field” of the theatrical illusion. He interposes a distance
guided by the gestures of the actor to make the spectator conscious of his social
circumstances. Brecht’s effort to create distancing techniques shows that this effect
is far from automatic; rather to the contrary, he understands that the natural relation
of the theater-goer with the plays is usually the lack of distancing, identification.

3 Lawrence W. Hyman (1986), in his attack on Dickie, tries to vindicate the concept of
aesthetic experience, and insists on notions of disinterest and distanciation. Nonetheless, he
contributes little in his intent, since he concludes that if the value of a novel “is not cognitive
or moral, how could the experience that produces such a value be called, but aesthetic
experience?” There are many ways to answer him. Hyman’s argument presupposes that there
exist only three types of values a) cognitive, b) moral, and c) aesthetic, somewhat like Kant in
his three Critiques. If x is neither a nor b, it must be c. But the premises are false, since there
can be d or e and so on; namely, there can be other types of values: d) political, e) economical,
f) linguistic, g) personal, n) and so on thus, the conclusion is false.
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Greek drama did not seek distancing, but rather catharsis and identification;
hence, could it be denied that, for lack of distancing, the Greeks did not enjoy their
marvelous tragedies and comedies? Present day soap opera hunts for the maximum
hypnotic effect possible, the state of dramatic illusion that Brecht would have frowned
upon, and although the interruption by commercial messages and the serialization in
chapters inevitably provide distancing, the spectator insists on returning to the state
of identification with the characters. The dreamlike effect of movies that the film-
makers cultivate with such zeal is a result of non-distancing that the public greatly
enjoys. None of these cases of lack of distancing can be explained as simply lack
of attention, as Dickie would characterize them. It is just the opposite: the movie-
goer’s attention is nailed on the film to such an extent that distance disappears, and
he totally identifies himself with what the character is undergoing.

Just as distancing is not a sufficient condition to define what is aesthetic, the
absence of distance isn’t either. Aesthetic appreciation is not static with observers
remaining at a fixed and adequate distance from the object, but, rather, like in
everyday life, they swing at different distances from their object. The example of
distancing given by Brecht comes from Les Misérables by Victor Hugo, when a
man talks to a gardener who says that they are waiting for the king, whence the man
retorts “I am the King”. Dickie’s (1992) example is the moment in which TinkerBell
in Peter Pan addresses the children and asks them “who believes in fairies?” thus
the spell of illusion on the stage is broken. In both cases the spectator is put in
motion: he swings back and forth from his seat toward the stage, from fantasy to
actuality. Brecht knew it so well that he resorted to Verfremdungseffekt only after
having perfectly achieved the illusion on stage and the identification of the spectator
through theatrical resources and his dexterity as a playwright. Otherwise, distancing
would not even be necessary, as there simply would be plain reality.

Arnold Berleant attempts to destroy three myths (he accurately calls them
“axioms”) that predominate in mainstream aesthetics: “that art consists primarily of
objects, that these objects possess a special status, and that they must be regarded
in a unique way.” (1986, 1991: 11) Berleant’s healthy criticism is based not only on
their obstruction for accounting non-material art like the happening, the ready made,
and conceptual art, but in disregarding the continuity of experience, and its holistic
character, that joins the perceiver and the world.* Moreover, he disapproves notions
such as Bullough’s “psychic distance” (1979), to which we may add “prehension” in
Aldrich that stem from Kant’s approach based on the notions of contemplation and
disinterested delight. Thus, he proposes to substitute the work of art by “situations
in which experiences occur and that frequently, but not invariably, include
identifiable objects” (Berleant 1986 II, 200). For Berleant, aesthetic experience is
not disinterested, neither contemplative nor distanced. He proposes the concept of
“engagement” when he argues that there is indeed a distinctive characteristic both
in traditional and in contemporary art, namely “appreciative engagement” (Berleant

4 Osborne (1980) illustrates in part Berleant’s object of criticism. Faced with works of
body art, land art, happenings, conceptual art, and so on, his course of action is, rather than try
to adapt aesthetic theory to the works, as Berleant does, to eliminate the works from the theory
declaring that they are not art.
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1986 11, 199; 1991). Along with Wittgenstein we shall ask ourselves about the use
of the word “engagement” and find appreciative engagement in love, in politics, in
religion, in business, and in sports. Consequently, the notion of “engagement” seems
to me insufficient to define the specificity of the aesthetic. Nonetheless, Berleant’s
efforts to overcome traditional fetishes and dogmas by pointing out the preponderance
of the subject’s activity in aesthetic related processes are badly needed (even if he
disputes the subject-object dichotomy).

Indirectly connected to distancing, Bakhtin proposes a basic concept for aesthetic
analysis, namely “alterity” (Bajtin 1990, 13-92) or “exotopy”, as Todorov (1984)
translates it.> This concept means that the spectator is other with regard to an artwork
or, specifically, with regard to the hero of a novel in the same way as the author
is other with regard to the hero he creates. By being other, the object is viewed
from a different place and time. The concept of exotopy does not necessarily imply
psychological distance because there is a moment of empathy or Einfiihlung (Lipps
1924), of closeness to the other. Bullough’s “psychical distance”, on the other hand,
is so remote that it does not participate or communicate with the other, or have
anything in common with it.

To sum it up, “aesthetic distance” lacks theoretical value, and its substitution
by “attention” proposed by Dickie does not solve the problem. Berleant’s term of
“engagement” does shorten such distance, perhaps too much. I thus propose the
concept of aesthetic swinging that Brecht practiced with mastery when he attracted
the spectator toward the play by identification, and then distanced him by the
Verfremdungseffekt. Painters, sculptors and architects also make use of this swinging
when they provide a detailed view of the work seen at a close distance complemented
by the overall view seen from afar. This swinging is evident when one observes a
painter or a sculptor in action: we continuously move back and forth, away and near
the work to better appreciate it. The spectator will later emulate this movement.
Without aesthetic swinging it would be impossible to perceive what Monroe C.
Beardsley, following Hutcheson, calls “unity in diversity”, since the first requires
distance and the second, nearness. Talented musicians also sway us far away and
then close to the theme by variations in volume and musical motifs, elaborating an
acoustic landscape for exploration. These dynamics of varying distances are required
for aesthetic appreciation: a vision of the whole and of its parts.

The myth of the aesthetic attitude

In one of the most widely reproduced texts of Anglo-American analytical aesthetics,
George Dickie (1992) disputes as a mere myth the notion of the “aesthetic attitude”
proposed by Jerome Stolnitz who, as mentioned before, defined it as “disinterested
and sympathetic attention to and contemplation of any object of awareness whatever,
for its own sake alone”. (Stolnitz 1992, 10) Along this line, Stolnitz compared the
aesthetic attitude to practical perception, the latter focusing upon particular aspects

5 Thatcan be said that this discovery is compatible to the concept of “desfamiliarization”
or estrangement (ostranenie) proposed by Victor Shklovsky like a key function of the art, as
far as it suspends the automatic classification of percepts.



The Myths of Aesthetics 23

of the object for ulterior motives, thus ceasing to be disinterested and, consequently,
aesthetic. In somehow similar terms, Beardsley (1987) also proposed the “aesthetic
point of view” he defined as “the adoption of the point of view in regard to X is to
be interested in any aesthetic value that X might possess” (1987, 13), a definition
he continued refining, so as to be able, subsequently, to establish the concept of
“aesthetic value”. Virgil Aldrich (1963) made the distinction also between two
modes of perception, the ordinary and the aesthetic; the former aimed at the physical
aspect of the object, and the latter to its aesthetic aspect. Jan Mukarovsky’s (1977,
146-7) “aesthetic posture” (which he distinguishes from the religious, the practical,
and the theoretical postures), and the idea of “aesthetic position” by the Mexican
philosopher Samuel Ramos ([1950] 1976) are other versions along this line. How are
we to choose between these interpretations of aesthetic phenomena as resulting from
a point of view, attitude, posture, position, value, or perception?

Dickie (1974, 1992) questions the idea that there could be different modes of
perception, and calls the notion of “aesthetic attitude” a useless myth that diverts
aesthetic theory from its objectives of elucidating genuinely aesthetic phenomena.
For Dickie, such “aesthetic attitude” is simply attention and lacks any theoretical
value whatsoever. He acknowledges, not without some irony, that this notion might
have the practical value of fostering in the spectator a more unbiased attitude toward
the appreciation of, for instance, abstract art. If, however, this practical value could
be proven, wouldn’t this be reason enough for recognizing its theoretical value?

The exact point of Dickie’s (1992, 35) criticism is that “Stolnitz confuses a
perceptual distinction with a motivational one”. For Dickie, there are no distinct
modes of perception, but distinct motives or intentions in a perception that is nothing
other than mere attention. I concur with Dickie that the aesthetic does not depend
on whether or not an aesthetic attitude is adopted, but, as I will argue in the next
section, the problem is not solved by the simple dichotomy attention/non-attention.
Something else happens in aesthetic phenomena that cannot be reduced to mere
attention, even if it doesn’t depend on the adoption of an attitude.

The best result of Dickie’s position is that he disentangles himself from the notion
of “disinterest” by pointing that it is simply a question of inattention. In Bullough’s
example, repeated by Dickie, the person who attends an interpretation of Othello
and keeps lamenting his wife’s unfaithfulness doesn’t lack distanced or disinterested
perception of the play; for Dickie he simply is not paying the necessary attention
because he is wrapped up in his personal problems.

Although Dickie’s examples avoid the notions of disinterest and distancing,
they also overvalue the role of intention and motivation. This is tantamount to
saying that having a personal or practical intention with regard to an artwork would
automatically cancel the possibility of enjoying it. Another fallacy in his proposal
is the presumption that having an aesthetic motivation is enough to guarantee full
aesthetic appreciation. We might pay a lot of attention to a painting that has great
quality and prestige according to the consensus of the artworld and yet not be moved
by it. Then, in an unexpected situation in everyday life, an intense aesthetic encounter
with an uncommon object might occur, without our ever having sought it.

If aesthetic attention is defined by intention or motivation, as set forth by Dickie,
the demystifying thrust he is wielding against the “aesthetic attitude” does not do
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anything but change one term for another, leaving the essence of the problem intact:
the “aesthetic attitude” of Stolnitz is now denominated by Dickie “attention with
aesthetic intention”. In other words, Dickie unwillingly continues to qualify the act
of perception, which he doesn’t call “aesthetic attitude” anymore but “attention with
aesthetic purposes or motivations”. Stolnitz could therefore reply, appropriately,
that this motivational attention already establishes a perceptual difference, and
consequently there are different modes of perception. Combining both versions
we would have a spectator so concentrated on having an attention with aesthetic
intentions or motivations, or in adopting an aesthetic attitude, that no energy would
be left to enjoy the artwork.

If there would really exist such a thing as an “aesthetic attitude”, the right place
to verify it is at gallery and museum openings illustrated by the affectation and
pretentiousness members of the artworld usually strike, and that results somehow
hilarious to the uninitiated public: it is the attitude of the snob. Observers who are
not convinced of this parameter should better look for other explanations in more
commonplace situations. There they might find that more than an attitude, aesthetic
appreciation is a particular activity of the subject, an activity of appreciation and
fascination (as will be explained in detail in Part II).

The myth of aesthetic aspects or qualities

If the aesthetic attitude is a myth, as Dickie correctly proclaims, simply substituting
the term “attention” for “attitude” will not jettison it. It is now Dickie’s attention/
inattention myth that requires dismantling. Stolnitz may argue that his own definition
includes Dickie’s “attention” and is even able to qualify it further (as sympathetic
and disinterested, and so on). Dickie, on his part, might argue that it is unnecessary
to complicate matters too much, and that Occam’s razor is perfectly applicable in
this case.

However, Dickie’s contention that there is nothing else than attention/inattention
involved in aesthetic appreciation depends upon the existence of certain entities
denominated “aesthetic aspects” or “aesthetic qualities”. That is why, in his opinion,
attention is always the same, and what vary are these aspects or qualities where
attention is placed. This approach to the problem presupposes that objects are
multidimensional having all these different aspects or qualities whereas subjects are
one-dimensional, capable only of detecting or not detecting them depending on their
motivation, like automats, shifting attention to different aspects.

If those entities called “aesthetic aspects” were not to exist objectively and
separately, Dickie’s contention of a single type of attention would crumble, since
there would be nothing to typify aesthetic phenomena or connect a judgment to. This
battle to prove the existence of aesthetic aspects or qualities would perhaps have
a better prognosis if fought instead for artistic (rather than aesthetic) aspects, and
that would consist in what spectators perceive in artworks. Artistic aspects are Van
Gogh’s strong, visible brush strokes, Tamayo’s rich, colorful textures, and Orozco’s
vehement linear rhythms, and so on because they are deliberate signifiers elaborated
by each artist. As there are artistic aspects that enable us to distinguish one author
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from another, there are also practical, cognitive, financial, or political aspects in an
artwork. Aspects, like percepts and concepts, are not things in themselves or entities
objectively existing in the world, but a linguistic conversion of verbs into nouns,
namely, of the action of “aspecting” (like percepts of perceiving and “concepts” of
conceptualizing). In other words, they are perceptual or conceptual constructs which
result from an act of perception or conceptualization. An “aspect” is a noun from the
Latin verbs aspicere or aspectare, namely perceive, indicating that it is an effect of
an action performed by the subject who perceives or “aspécts”. Equally, a “quality”
is the substantivation of the act of qualifying. This action performed by the subject
upon the object has gradually been reified, creating the illusion that the naive realists
take for reality; namely the existence of aspects, concepts and percepts, (or qualities)
independently from the subject. As time goes by, reified terms seem “to create” a
strange effect of authority and independent existence.

The philosophical illusion that aesthetic aspects exist objectively and
independently of the subject or observer is the result of various subjects carrying
out in common the activity of aspectation. For example in ballet, a dancer, a
choreographer, and the public will coincide in the appreciation of the grace in the
performance because they are aspecting and judging it from the same interpretative
community. That is why Kant sought universal consensus to the judgment of
beauty, in order to render its objective existence despite its incurable subjective
origin. Kant, however, openly requests this consensus, he even demands it, but he
does not take it for granted based on a supposed empirical objectivity of beauty or
on a supposedly factual existence of aesthetic aspects.

Based on this belief on objective aspects or qualities, and on a single type of
attention, Dickie now depends on various motivations that draw the attention to the
object. The question then emerges if those different motivations do not already alter
the manner of paying attention. There are notable differences in the types of attention
paid to different activities: we display rational attention in handling concepts and
consistency in an argument, psychomotor attention when driving a car or playing
video-games, kinaesthetic attention on a roller-coaster or bicycle ride, haptic and
olfactory attention during sexual intercourse, or practical attention in performing a
task. Attention is not the same when listening to a concert than when checking the
phone bill and the difference lies not only on what one pays attention to, but also on
how one does.

It is necessary to emphasize also that “attention with aesthetic motivation” is
not always deliberate, nor is it one-dimensional, and not even in all cases of the
same order. Many of us have involuntarily suffered the aesthetic intrusion of a
noisy neighbor who sets his stereo full-blast and sequesters our attention against
our will, to the extent that we cannot avoid listening to it. Our inability to not pay
attention makes this experience so irritating. Without a doubt, the aesthetic has to do
with attention, and the negative aesthetic experience in this case has to do with this
seizure of attention, but the value of this experience definitely depends on the nature
of the attention.

Consequently, just as aesthetic attention is not always voluntary and intentional, it
is not one-dimensional either. We don’t go to the movies with the intention of listening
to the background music, but we perceive distractedly the emotional effect with which
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the director and musicians stressed the mood of the scene by the music. There are
aesthetic perceptions that never surface to conscious attention, as the scents of a park
we hurriedly cross to work, the songs of the birds that surround us at dawn without
our being aware of them generating a feeling of calmness. There are also acts that we
automatically perform without paying any particular attention to them and that can
still give us a satisfaction we might call “aesthetic”; for example riding a bicycle.

There is a lot more and a lot less to aesthetic appreciation than mere attention.
More than attention when we consider a basketball player in love with a violinist,
who attends a concert of classical music just to please her. Having no musical
education, he truly makes a huge attention effort during the two hours the concert
lasts, with the firm desire to find the “aesthetic qualities” that attract his girlfriend so
much. And yet, he doesn’t succeed, and suffers through those two endless hours. If
aesthetic appreciation were, as Dickie says, attention with aesthetic motivations, the
motivations of our athlete are amorous but also aesthetic since he genuinely wishes
to appreciate that music as his fiancée does, but where is the flaw? The lover feels
betrayed, since much more than attention is required to enjoy the music. At least,
artistic education is needed as well as auditory training (Dickie would correctly
define artistic education as attention training). On the other hand, there is also much
less than attention as when one is receptive to a stimulus in a relaxed and distracted
manner. An infant who falls asleep soothed by his mother’s voice (without paying
any particular attention to the words or the melody, but merely as a sensation of
comfort and drowsiness), does, in my view, keep an aesthetic relation.

That aesthetic appreciation requires attention is obvious, since one needs to pay
some degree of attention to something to perceive it. Nevertheless, attention differs
in quality. I do not pretend to say that every individual owns a supply of perfectly
differentiated and catalogued modes of perception, readily available for whatever the
occasion might require. Perception is a capacity that not only humans possess, but
all living beings from the most elemental to the most complex. It involves diverse
operations in which focusing particular senses or organs, be they cellular membranes
or an educated ear, is only the beginning of a process that engages different motor
and sensory abilities. In human beings these functions are highly multifaceted, since
different regions of the brain are constituted and activated throughout an individual’s
lifetime. The corporeal complexity of our species has also mental and perceptual
sophistication, in contrast to one-dimensional receptiveness of unicellular organisms,
or the pseudo-perception of computers which only we can translate into images,
sounds, or words. That is why human perception is not a matter of paying or not paying
attention to this or that aspect, but of the complexity and diversity of processes that
depend on our particular species’ morphology, in addition to our culture. To reduce
these processes to simple attention almost equals to reducing humans to protozoa.

The myth of the universality of beauty

“Beauty is that which, without concept, pleases universally.” This is the classical
definition of beauty with which Kant ends the Second Moment of his Critigue of
Judgment. He requests universal adhesion to the judgment of taste because, being



The Myths of Aesthetics 27

aesthetic, it is subjective by definition; no objective evidence may be claimed for it.
This subjectivity makes it impossible to prove that an object is beautiful; but it is
possible, according to Kant, to demand adhesion to the universal subjective validity
upon “the total sphere of those who judge”. This myth of universality as expectation
and demand has galloped on the back of aesthetics for more than two centuries. Marx
himself, despite his obstinate socio-historical view and his conviction of structural
determinants, had to make an exception in this case and succumb to this myth of the
universality of beauty when he asked himself how was it possible for classical Greek
art to still be valid and move us. Its validity for Marx (1968) was based upon, yes, its
universality. The reason he found was that it reminds us of “humankind’s childhood”.

The myth of the universality of beauty has been in fact a disguise for another
myth: the universality of Western culture. The philosopher believed to be hoisting
Thought, through which he could have access to Truth, Goodness, and Beauty. The
contact with Truth would inebriate him because he could see above the common man
miserably deceived by appearances. Everything was ruled by a vertical perspective
in which Reason hierarchically arranged the positions of everything that exists
toward the centripetal focus of The Absolute. However, at this beginning of a new
millennium, we have to take this will for universality for what it is, namely, a will
for power. At the bottom and in the light of ethnographic studies, we can recognize
that such “Universal Beauty” is simply Western conventions on beauty. The myth
of the universality of beauty results from the Euro-centrist projection of its values
over non-Western aesthetic manifestations in its pretension to uphold, precisely, that
universality.

As empirical investigations on the judgment of taste in different cultures and
social classes progress (along the line initiated by the International Association of
Empirical Aesthetics), what may come out badly bruised will be this universality of
beauty. The universality of the aesthetic, on the other hand, will remain unharmed,
as all human beings, regardless of our culture or space-time situation, are basically
sensitive, open creatures.

The myth of the opposition between the aesthetic and the intellectual

One of the foundations and clichés in aesthetic discourse has been the opposition
between the aesthetic and the intellectual. Since its beginnings with “clear and
distinct ideas” of reason as opposed to “clear but confused ideas” of sensibility in
Baumgarten, to “beauty without concept” in Kant and his incisive division of the
three critiques (of thinking, of acting, and of judging), examples of this myth are
countless.

One of the rare exceptions to this formula is John Dewey, who points out that:

[... There is emotionalized thinking, and there are feelings whose substance consists
of appreciated ideas and senses.... The only significant distinction concerns the kind of
material to which emotionalized imagination adheres. Those who are called artists have
for their subject matter the qualities of things of direct experience; “intellectual” inquirers
deal with these qualities at one remove, through the medium of symbols that stand for
qualities but are not significant in their immediate presence. The ultimate difference is
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enormous as far as the technique of thought and emotion are concerned. But there is no
difference as far the dependence on emotionalized ideas and subconscious maturing are
concerned. (Dewey [1934] 1980, 73)

In concert with Dewey, I do not believe in the conceptual purity of scientific thought;
neither do I believe in the emotional purity of the aesthetic. There is a plurality of
activities, capacities, and interactions that occur in aesthetic phenomena. I don’t see it
as a cataleptic state of ecstasy almost implied by the use of the term “contemplation”.
Neither is it a purely emotive experience because intellectual, corporeal, and sensorial
activities also come into play. Guiraud unknowingly illustrates this contraposition
between aesthetics and logic when he states:

The fundamental distinction that opposes two antithetic modes of experience and two
types of corresponding semiotic codes: the logical experience and the affective or
aesthetic experience. The former refers to the objective perception of the outside world,
the elements of which are encompassed by reason in a system of relations. The latter
corresponds to a purely subjective intimate feeling that the soul emits in the face of reality.
(Guiraud 1989, 87)

These “emissions of the soul” are not as “purely subjective” as Guiraud thinks,
since even emotionality, like reasoning, is ruled and produced by social contexts
and conventions. That is why the attitude of The Stranger by Camus at his mother’s
funeral is so shocking: the character did not produce the emotion that social
conventions establish for that situation. Our contemporary mass culture entails a set
of rules for emotions since, for example, love is perfectly coded so that one must
feel love and sexual desire in situations similar to those presented by the media. An
intimate dinner by candlelight, soft music background, wine, ladies’ black or red
underwear trimmed with lace, perfumes, and silken bed-sheets, preferably black, are
among the recommended techniques to produce sexual fantasies and erotic effects,
not to speak of the new theatrical games announced for sexual arousal. This not only
proves that the emotional and the conventional are intimately linked in experience,
but to what degree social codes and standards rebound in the emotional production
of desire. The idea is to restrict reactions to the emotionally correct.

To consider the aesthetic as opposite to the intellectual may be useful for
understanding certain operative distinctions in theory, but certainly not as a
substantial opposition. That is why we may focus aesthetic analysis in terms of
the conformations that can produce the most diverse effects such as truth, justice,
beauty, horror, or uncontrollable laughter. From this perspective, “the intellectual”
or “the aesthetic”, are not essences, entities, or sections of reality valid for
themselves, but processes by which the subject produces effects of truth or delight.

In conclusion, the difference between the intellectual and the aesthetic could be
established not as an essentialist question as Guiraud does, nor as a metaphysical
or epistemological question as presented by Baumgarten in his distinction between
“distinct” and “confused” ideas. We are dealing with diverse human activities
and abilities that come into play and merge in aesthetic related experiences. Kant
himself saw that in aesthetic experience the mental function is not excluded when
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he conceived it as the “free interplay of imagination and understanding”. This
description, more than two centuries later, continues to be perfectly valid.

The myth of the synonymity of art and aesthetics

There are three positions that question the predominant relation between aesthetics
and art. The first is opposed to the idea that all art must necessarily be aesthetic.
The second questions art as exclusively aesthetic. The third, main target of this text,
impugns the artistic exclusivity of aesthetics.

One of the main critics of the first version, namely, the aestheticity of art, is Noel
Carroll (1986, 57-63), who questions whether aesthetic reception is definitive in our
relation with art, and if it should be characterized only in terms of the production
of aesthetic effects. He proposes that there are ways of interaction with art that are
not aesthetic and yet are equally or more satisfying, like interpretation, discovery
of structures and latent meanings, of enigmas and puzzles. He attacks, in sum, the
aesthetic definition of art or its over-aesthetization, since, for Carroll, the relation with
art can also be intellectual. The reader may now recognize that Carroll’s objection is
a result of succumbing to the previous myth, namely, the opposition of the aesthetic
and the intellectual, as if by being intellectual, art can no longer be aesthetic.

Another critic against the over-aesthetization of art is Timothy Binkley ([1977]
1987), who considers that being aesthetic is not a sufficient condition, and not even a
necessary one, for something to be art. He says that not everything in art is aesthetic,
and that upon seeing its marriage with aesthetics as a forced union, art seeks meaning
beyond the skin-deep glances. That is why, for Binkley, art is indexing according to
certain conventions established by the “artworld” or artistic institution (along the
line with Danto).

Note that in Binkley as in Carroll there is an underlying presupposition of
the aesthetic as related to perception. For this reason, aesthetics seems to them
irrelevant in conceptual art such as Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain, since perceiving
the urinal is really beside the point. In other words, because both Carroll and Binkley
subsume the aesthetic as perception, obviously sensorial reception of conceptual
art does not have the same importance as the intellectual process it arouses, and
they consequently deny the aestheticity of art. On the other hand, if we don’t limit
aesthetics to sheer perception, as these authors do, but include sensibility in a wider
sense (implicit in Kant’s “free interplay of imagination and understanding”), then
we must acknowledge that the aesthetic dimension is a necessary condition for the
artistic. If the intellectual process that conceptual art generates is unable to produce
effects on the subject’s sensibility, then it cannot be considered to have any artistic
value. Every work considered artistic, even conceptual works like Duchamp’s
L.H.O.0.Q. or Fountain, is appreciated by the sensitive (not merely sensual) effects
that the spectator generates in relation to the work.

In sum, it is not necessary to de-aesthetize art in order to admit the intellectual
dimension in experiencing artworks. There are concepts with enormous emotive
charge and feelings of great conceptual complexity (as in Dewey’s quote a few pages
earlier). Therefore, I do not share this criticism to the first version of the myth of
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the aesthetics of art in terms of the necessity of aesthetics in the artistic: Art must be
aesthetic.

It is the second version of this myth of the aesthetic in art that is of interest
here, namely, that of the exclusivity of the aesthetic in art. I maintain that art is
not exclusively aesthetic because not all relations with art are aesthetic. Art is also
technical as when verifying its authenticity, epistemological as a way to explore the
world, political as means of propaganda and definitely semiotic as it communicates
something from the author to the audience, reader, or spectator. Additionally, art
is also psychological and therapeutic in its cathartic function (as in psychodrama),
financial for speculation in pecuniary investments, and, above all, economic for the
sustenance of the artist. Thus art is not exclusively aesthetic, although it necessarily
is so. It has been presented as exclusively aesthetic for marketing reasons to magnify
its myth as an almost superhuman creation of a genius.

Finally, we have the third version of the artistic exclusivity of aesthetics, which
asserts that aesthetics must refer exclusively to art. Today this myth completely
dominates theoretical production in aesthetics, to the degree that approaches such as
the aesthetics of landscapes, gardens, weather, smell, and tea ceremonies, and so on
are presented only marginally and taken to be rather exotic. Even Kant’s discourse
on the sublime in nature and mathematics remains somehow subterraneous, while
the sublime has been incorporated as yet another category in aesthetic theory
referring, once again, to artworks. This myth has blocked the emergence of inquiries
dealing with everyday aesthetics and will likely segregate them for a long time in the
periphery of aesthetic debate. Although art is not the theme of this book, the myth
of the aesthetic exclusivity of art mirrors the artistic exclusivity of aesthetics. This
has long been an epistemological obstacle that is urgent to counteract for analyzing
aesthetics in all its bewildering non-artistic ramifications.

Summing up, the ideology of art seals off all non-aesthetic aspects of artistic
production making it appear as if it were exclusively aesthetic, when in fact it is
also aesthetic, among other things (economic, political, semiotic, technological,
public relational, therapeutic, etc). More mundane topics are delegated to studies
by ethnologists and economists, while aesthetic theory (as seen in the first Chapter)
refuses to be “polluted” by conceptual tools from other disciplines and by non-artistic
objects in the same manner as the theory of art separates itself from non-aesthetic
concepts. This is a curious symbiosis that threatens both of them to imminent
extinction.

The myth of the aesthetic potentiality of artworks

Derived from the fetish of the aesthetic object, the myth of the aesthetic potentiality
of artworks consists in supposing that the “aesthetic object” has the potential of
arousing an aesthetic experience. Most art theoreticians tend to share this widespread
myth, illustrated by Sanchez Vazquez’s eloquent description of how Velazquez’s
Meninas waits to accomplish its aesthetic potential when observed by the spectator:
“Since it was painted and exhibited in 1656, the picture realizes again and again its
potential or disposition to be contemplated, converting itself always, at any given



The Myths of Aesthetics 31

moment, into an aesthetic object. But there are also moments when the picture
remains in the hall, silent and engrossed, in expectation of new contemplations, of
an endless consumption, that will never mean its consummation.” (Sanchez Vazquez
1992, 112)

Of course, Sanchez Vazquez speaks metaphorically and he acknowledges that
the object becomes an aesthetic object only when the spectator is contemplating
it. Still, given the tendency in aesthetic theory to center around objects rather than
subjects, many will interpret this statement literally, as if the object would actually
convert itself into an aesthetic object or has a disposition to be contemplated. The
picture, however, does not convert into anything; it is the subject that establishes a
relation with it who changes his perception of it from, say, something hanging from a
wall to something aesthetically significant. Nothing happens to the object; to whom
something happens in relation to the object is the subject only.

Language is treacherous and makes Sanchez Vazquez appear to anthropomorphize
the object instead of the subject, since a painting is not something with dispositions
and expectations but a coagulated objectification of subjectivity, be it the painter’s or
the spectator’s. In other words, the Meninas do not have the disposition to be observed;
the only disposition is that of the subject to observe the picture or of the painter to
paint it. A painting does not have an aesthetic potential; it is only the enunciator,
Velazquez in this case, who has given the spectators the opportunity of constructing
meanings and forms by inviting them to play a game of interpretative strategies
with it, as Fish (1976, 1980, 183) would say. This invitation is only effective for
those who already have the disposition and the interpretative strategies with which
to construct the meaning of the picture. Foucault (1984) accepts the invitation, and
the meaning he produces of Meninas (as a representation of representation, or as the
play of representations of the “classic episteme”) is the result of the interpretative
strategy he exerts upon the picture. From other strategies, different from Foucault’s,
other meanings can be construed.

The well-known Aristotelian dichotomy potentiality-actuality functions only in
aesthetics in relation to a subject, not an object. It refers to the potentiality of the
spectator to exercise certain interpretative strategies as regards to the object, the
potentiality of the author to display a discourse, or the potentiality of communication
between author and spectator through an artwork. The picture, on the other hand,
is not a potential idea or aesthetic experience, but the trace or result of an act of
enunciation by its author, and thereafter the result of an act of interpretation by
other spectators. Sure, an act of enunciation could remain as a potential act of
interpretation, but then also the whole universe.

The myth of the aesthetic experience

Directly or indirectly, the notion of “aesthetic experience” has a very long history
and a large family of resemblances. Even if, strictly speaking, it began during the
eighteenth century (cf. Townsend 1992), Plato’s contemplation of the idea of Beauty,
and the dangerous consequences to the soul of poetry and music, as well as Aristotle’s
concept of “catharsis of pity and fear”, have implicit the idea of aesthetic experience.
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Classical and modern versions of aesthetic experience emerge from Kant’s “free
play of imagination and understanding”, Lipps’s Einfiihlung, Dewey’s an experience
(“when the material experienced runs its course to fulfillment ... integrated within
and demarcated in the general stream of experience from other experiences”) Dilthey,
Gadamer and Wellek’s Erlebnis, (in opposition to erfahrung) to Beardsley’s “sense
of actively exercising constructive powers of the mind” in unified and coherent
experiences, Parret’s (1993) “euphony and synaesthesia”, Berleant’s “appreciative
engagement” to Shusterman’s (1999) reminder of “heightened, meaningful, and
valuable phenomenological experience”.

Discussions oscillate between objectivist versions that define the aesthetic
experience by the object experienced, and the subjectivists who define it by the
quality of the experience. The former go hunting for aesthetically relevant qualities,
concepts, aspects, features, properties, attributes, and so on in the object (for
example order, harmony, unity, coherence, proportion, thythm, elegance, and so
on) to prove their position. The subjectivists, on the other hand, must undergo the
embarrassment of describing these qualities of the experience in an intimate tone
sometimes bordering the sentimental.

Following Kant’s “disinterested delight” and Baumgarten’s “clear but confused
ideas”, subjectivism attempts to describe and qualify the subject’s experience by
introspection or reconstruction a posteriori. However, the very moment in which
something that may be qualified as “aesthetic experience” occurs, it is instantly
nullified by becoming a descriptive non-aesthetic process. This is the aporia facing
all attempts to define aesthetic experience from pure subjectivism. To escape it, one
enters another, namely being ensnared in circular definitions that define the object
as aesthetic by the “aestheticity” of experience it arouses, or qualifying as such the
experience by the aestheticity of the object (Dufrenne, for instance).

No wonder Dickie (1965) set forth to denounce the idea of “aesthetic experience”
conceived by Beardsley as a mere phantom. For Dickie, the aesthetic experience
is an empty term that transposes qualities of the object, namely being unified and
coherent, to the subject.® Michael Mitias (1982, 158) in turn tried to defend the
viability of the aesthetic experience against Dickie’s attack by asking under what
conditions can an object be perceived as an aesthetic object.” By those conditions,
however, he understands something like “creative imagination” which is another way
of naming or describing aesthetic experience. Mitias’s argumentative effort to justify
the ontological validity of aesthetic experience against his opponents’ fails because
he seems more concerned to defend Beardsley’s position against Dickie’s attack
than to validate aesthetic experience. Against the argument that aesthetic experience
cannot be qualified, Mitias responds that it can by having the qualities attributed to
it by Beardsley, namely: unity, coherence, and completeness.

This debate, however, cannot be won from Beardsley’s perspective because we
still lack technical or empirical tools to test any such qualities in experience. And

6 See also Shusterman’s (1999) account of this debate.

7 The issue, however, is far from solved and not a matter of describing the aesthetic
experience a posteriori, or of invoking and recapturing its taste, but of understanding its
conditions of possibility, as will be argued in Chapter 7.
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even if this qualification of an experience were possible, it is not reason enough to
validate aesthetic experience itself, since we can surely find “coherent, unified, and
complete” experiences that are not particularly aesthetic since, as stated by Dickie, all
normal experience is coherent. Consider, for example, going to the butchers’ to buy
a pound of veal. It is coherent because we do whatever is necessary for that purpose;
it is unified because it integrates all our acts in that direction; and it is complete
because it starts when we decide to buy the pound of veal, and ends when we have
done so. And yet, it is not necessarily aesthetic. In addition, this qualification would
take us into psychological labyrinths to determine if these qualities are inferred
before (by autosuggestion), during (by introspection), or after (by retrospection) the
experience.

It is not a question of performing taxonomies of experiences classifying on one
side those that are coherent, unitary, and complete, and on the other those that are not.
Of course, Mitias does not recommend such taxonomy, but it would be the logical
consequence of his distinction between the aesthetic and non-aesthetic experience
from the point of view of their qualities. He goes even further to suggest that what
makes an experience aesthetic is the experienced object’s “aesthetic qualities”. In
other words, according to Mitias, aesthetic experience is that which is permeated
and endowed with structure by the aesthetic object; and the aesthetic object is that
which enables such experience by possessing “aesthetic qualities”. Surprisingly,
Mitias suddenly becomes an objectivist in his intent to defend the subjectivistic
position of the aesthetic experience. Exactly the opposite happens to Dickie (1992)
as he strives from a recalcitrant objectivism to demystify the aesthetic experience
by defining it simply as attention, but ends up by settling on the subject who has
the aesthetic “motivations” or “intentions” to observe and judge the qualities of the
object. Ironically, Mitias finally defines the aesthetic experience by the aesthetic
object, as Dickie defines the aesthetic object by the subject’s aesthetic motivation.
Again, all we have are circular definitions.

Since the question has only been displaced, not solved, it would then be necessary
to ask which are the qualities of the aesthetic attitude, that define the aesthetic object,
that cause the aesthetic experience, that distinguish the aesthetic subject, that detect
the aesthetic aspects, that structure the aesthetic experience, that differentiate the
aesthetic subject from the non-aesthetic one ... (As in the traditional Jewish song for
Passover in which the Saintly, blessed be He, killed the angel of death, that killed the
butcher, that slay the ox, that drank the water, that extinguished the fire, that burned
the stick, that hit the dog, that bit the cat, that ate the goat that the father bought for
two zuzim).

Richard Shusterman (1999) is ready to defend the viability of aesthetic
experience, because in his view it constitutes the “general background condition
for art”. Using Danto’s “indiscernibles argument” in a sci-fi scenario, he justifies
aesthetic experience because it allows us a more serious matter than to differentiate
art from non-art, namely cyborgs from humans. I think Shusterman goes too far in
his defense, and yet falls too short. Too far because cyborgs and humans are very
easy to differentiate on multiple and by far more objective accounts than aesthetic
experiences, but he falls too short in proposing the aesthetic experience not for formal
definition [Dewey’s basic mistake using aesthetic experience to define art, as stressed
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by Shusterman,] “but for art’s reorientation toward values and populations that
could restore its vitality and sense of purpose”. If art has traditionally been produced
for the sake of providing aesthetic experiences to spectators, now it appears that
aesthetic experiences have to be produced to justify art. It is true that contemporary
museumized visual arts wander rather purposelessly and lack significant social
grounding, but the public has no difficulty in finding alternative aesthetic delight
through many other artistic and nonartistic phenomena like movies, video-games,
telenovelas, weekend hobbies, pets, and sports.

We have seen how the question “what are the qualities of an aesthetic
experience?” carries a circular response, where the aestheticity of the experience
derives from the aestheticity of the object, and this, in turn, from the aestheticity of
the attitude or motivation taken. According to Mitias and Stolnitz, even to Dickie,
it is the intention of the subject in his or her adoption of the “aesthetic attitude”
or the “attention with aesthetic motivations”, what actualizes the object’s potential
“aesthetic qualities” producing (by contagion, osmosis, infiltration, or whatever)
the aesthetic experience or the detection of the aesthetically relevant. What these
philosophers are all concerned about, as Shusterman points out, are the services that
the notion of aesthetic experience can perform for the definition or demarcation of
art. Does achieving a correct inventory of artworks require their triggering aesthetic
experiences, or is it enough being interpreted (Danto) and simply classified (Binkley)
as such?

My concern here is not whether an aesthetic experience is a sufficient or even
necessary condition to distinguish the artistic from the non-artistic, but it is certainly
indispensable to distinguish the aesthetic from the non-aesthetic. Here I shall attempt
not precisely to deny or affirm the theoretical viability of the concept of aesthetic
experience in regards to the classification of artworks, but to approach it through a
corporeal and phenomenological perspective (see Chapter 8). The problem lies in an
erroneous account of the concept of “aesthetic experience”. It is not the intention,
nor the attention, neither the aesthetic aspects nor the attitude or involvement that
define aesthetic experience. Neither is it pertinent to ask what causes an experience
to be aesthetic in one case and not in another. The main question to be asked is: what
are the conditions of possibility for an aesthetic experience, just as Kant [1781] did
not ask what makes knowledge true, but how is it possible. Our task is, consequently,
not to describe, qualify, define, or redefine aesthetic experience but instead to: a)
establish the conditions for the possibility of aesthesis, b) explore its genealogy,
and c) phenomenologically delineate it by a metaphorical projection of a basic
experience. This we shall do in Chapters 7 and 8.

Finally, if the aesthesis is the aptitude for experience, all experience would
be aesthetic and all aesthesis experiencial. Consequently the notion of “aesthetic
experience” is a redundancy as “aesthetic object” an oxymoron and discussion
around them an aporia. Quite a problem!

Perhaps there is way out: Let us speak instead of artistic experience (taking
on Dewey’s paradigmatic “an experience” related always with art, as well as
Shusterman’s (1999) defense of it against Dickie and other philosophers who tried to
reject it). We can consider as well that there are sport experiences, sexual, religious,
touristic experiences we may have when practicing sport, sex, religion, or traveling.
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It is not necessary to qualify these experiences in themselves to recognize them:
simply, their objects are different by two criteria: 1) the real or imaginary, the context
in which they occur, and 2) the objects to which they relate. From my point of view
(and which I will argue in the following chapters), all experience is aesthetic by
definition because to experience is equivalent to aesthesis. But not all experience
is artistic which only happens in relation to artworks. Briefly: we must distinguish
between “artistic experience” which is the generalized sense used in aesthetic theory,
and “aesthetic experience”, a mere redundancy.






Chapter 4

The Fears of Aesthetics

Peeping behind the stage of mainstream aesthetics’ discourse, we will come across
a real anxiety concerning the implications of panaestheticism and, with it, of the
loss of discursive privileges exclusive to aestheticians. Aesthetics is afraid of the
recognition of aesthetic legitimacy in the experience of any subject with any object,
and consequently the relativization of aesthetic values and their democratization.
There is, in addition, the problem of art’s demystification (even if during this past
century artists have tried a thousand times, and failed just as often, to demystify
art, particularly Dada). The risk of such demystification has a serious impact upon
museums, curators, donations, foundations, and other art related institutions and
practices. These are the reasons why dogmatic aesthetics would rather end up
“legislating itself into irrelevance” by attempting to decree the acceptable modes
of artistic action and appreciative response in Berleant’s (1991, 15) eloquent terms,
than evince its secret fears.

The fear of the undesirable

From the dreads of aesthetics, and as a mechanism of defense, emerges what could
be defined as the “Pangloss Syndrome”. I define this syndrome, in honor of Voltaire’s
character that caricaturized Leibniz, as the tendency to deal only with things that are
nice and worthy, good and beautiful.

Master Pangloss taught the metaphysico-theologo-cosmolonigology. He could prove to
admiration that there is no effect without a cause; and, that in this best of all possible
worlds, the Baron’s castle was the most magnificent of all castles, and My Lady the best
of all possible baronesses.

“It is demonstrable,” said he, “that things cannot be otherwise than as they are: for all
things having been created for some end, they must consequently be created for the best.
Observe, that the nose is formed for spectacles, and therefore we come to wear spectacles.
The legs are visibly designed for stockings, and therefore we come to wear stockings [...];
and they who assert, that every thing is right, do not express themselves correctly; they
should say that every thing is for the best.” (Voltaire, Candide chap. 1)

That is why, from the eighteenth century with Baumgarten and the Anglo-American
theorists of taste, to this day, aesthetics has performed a surgical operation of
systematic exclusion of all phenomena that are not positive and useful in their supply
of pleasure and nice thoughts. Here becomes finally obvious that Kantian disinterest
was not, after all, such. The “Pangloss Syndrome” explains why aesthetics has dealt
only with art and beauty, so when other qualities that are not as pleasing become
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apparent, they are either only mentioned superficially or swept under the rug. That
is also why the disgusting, the obscene, the coarse, the insignificant, the banal,
the ugly, the sordid, have not been considered relevant to aesthetics, even though
our sensibility confronts them every day. Exceptions worth mentioning are Karl
Rosenkranz’s classic Aesthetics of ugliness (1853) and Aurel Kolnai (cf. Korsmeyer
and Smith eds 2004) who proposes disgust as a philosophical category, as well as
William Ian Miller (1997) concerning disgust and Giesz (1973), Broch (1979),
Moles (1990), and other theorists of kitsch.'

The “Pangloss Syndrome” prevents us from considering the very opposite of
Aristotelian catharsis, namely aesthetic poisoning, much more socially relevant
than spiritual purification. The concept of “alienation”, that so much worried the
theoreticians of the Frankfurt School, particularly Adorno, can be seen not only as
a political phenomenon but also as aesthetic poisoning. The escalation of violence
in many industrialized countries might be due not only to the easy acquisition of
firearms by civilians, but to a systematic aesthetic poisoning and daily aggression
to the sensibility of the citizen, where objects are increasingly worth more than the
subjects. Cruelty is not only a moral category but an aesthetic one: it always targets
sensibility.

The fear of everyday impurities

At the vacillation of facing the aesthetic in the everyday, in nature, in others, in
the world—a quandary that Kant confronted in relation to the sublime—Dufrenne
returns to the domesticated comfort of the artistic, perfectly tamed, civilized, and
codified. This horror of mundane aesthetics simply emanates from a prudery that
disdains the “impurities” imported from our common, ordinary world:

This is the path that we shall follow, and its advantage is immediately apparent. As no one
doubts the presence of works of art and the genuineness of the finest works, the aesthetic
object, if we define it in relation to them, can be easily located [sic]. And at the same time,
the aesthetic experience to be described will be an exemplary one, free of the impurities
[sic] sometimes imported into the perception of an aesthetic object stemming from the
world of nature, as when the contemplation of an alpine landscape is blended with the
pleasant feelings awakened by the fresh air or the scent of hay, by the pleasure of solitude,
the joy of climbing, or the heightened feeling of freedom. But one may also regret that
the investigation of the natural aesthetic object is then deferred. However, we think our
method is the right one, because aesthetic experience derived directly from the work of art
is surely the purest and perhaps also the first historically... [sic!!] (Dufrenne 1973, li)

In sum, Dufrenne believes that perception of fresh air or the scent of hay, the pleasure
of solitude or the joy in climbing are too impure to deal with, whereas only art is
pure. He supposes that it is necessary to gather a handful of experts that should define
art, so that the human being may be capable of aesthetic experiences. Dufrenne’s
maneuver is almost paradigmatic in traditional and contemporary aesthetics of

1 Korsmeyer has continued this investigation on disgust as an aesthetic category, also
Radford (1999) in Dali’s work.
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this evasion in examining the aesthetic dimension outside this domesticated, pre-
aestheticized and almost anesthetized realm, the artistic. Such fear of the impurities
of the everyday will have to be overcome if we want to explore aesthetics beyond its
present restriction to an inoffensive theory of beauty and art.

Moreover, unyielding with regard to Kant’s exclusions in his Third Critique, it
is necessary to include not only the agreeable into aesthetic appreciation, but the
disagreeable, since, far from missing our objective, it would allow us to explore
the aesthetic dimension through all corporeal senses, not only seeing and hearing,
but taste, touch, smell, as well as synaesthesia and kinesthesia, in addition to all
categories, whether pleasant or unpleasant, excruciating or delightful.

The fear of psychologism

Another fear of aesthetics is to be absorbed by psychology. When aesthetic theory
refers to feelings or emotions to clarify sensibility, psychology is in fact stepping
over its heels. That is why Dickie (1968, 312-335) takes on to question whether
psychology is relevant to aesthetics. His perfectly predictable answer is: of course it is
not! For our already well-known polemic author who, as a true philosopher, provides
better questions than answers, the idea of a psychological aesthetics is futile since
he considers that an empirical science such as psychology can contribute nothing
to the understanding of aesthetics. Arnheim (1985), on the contrary, incorporated
Gestalt psychology to artistic analysis and Berlyne (1971) proposed precisely a
biological, empirical, and psychological approach, presently followed by his group
at The International Association of Empirical Aesthetics with Albert Wellek, Robert
Francés, Carmelo Genovese, and others.

Dickie, however, has partly a case here. Aesthetic theories that are defined in
terms of effects as pleasure or pain, faithful to their Kantian heritage, are certainly
threatened to become psychological studies. Bakhtin was concerned about this
distinction when he made the following statement: “the problem of the soul is
methodologically an aesthetic problem, and cannot be one of psychology, which is a
causal science lacking evaluation, since the soul, despite developing and shaping in
time, is an individual totality, evaluative and free”. (Bajtin 1990, 93) He again deals
with the problem in the following manner: “That which is mine in the experience of
the object is studied by psychology, but in an absolute abstraction of the evaluative
weight of the I and of the other, of their uniqueness; psychology only knows of
‘possible individuality’ (Ebbinghaus). The internal givenness is not contemplated,
but is studied in the supposed unity of the psychological law in a context deprived
of values.” (Bajtin 1990, 104) In other words, while psychology incorporates the
particular into the general and uses a causal non-evaluative criterion except in
therapeutic terms, aesthetics, on the other hand, does consider the particular and
the concrete and establishes valuations, but it does not operate from a cause-effect
criterion.

Ever since Kant, the effects of pleasure and pain have been set forth as relevant
to and characterizing aesthetics. We speak of the comical as causing an effect of
laughter, of the tragic as provoking the emotion of pity and compassion, of the
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sublime as causing wonder and awe, of the grotesque provoking a feeling of disgust.
However, the tragic can cause laughter and the comical, sadness; the sublime can
provoke horror and the grotesque, pleasure. The specificity and classification of
emotional effects by themselves pertain to the field of psychology, not aesthetics.
While the relation that Othello establishes with the beauty of Desdemona and with
the words of Iago can be considered aesthetic because it is based on the appreciation
of her beauty and is captivated by lago’s rhetorics, Othello’s emotional reactions of
love, rage, and jealousy are psychological effects, not aesthetic. We, on the other
hand, appreciate aesthetically the representation of these emotions on the stage, but
the emotional effects this representation provokes in us, like sympathy, pity, sadness
or pleasure, are psychological.

For that reason, to exorcise the fear of psychologism, aesthetics must stop
worrying about qualifying the emotional effects generated by aesthetic relations.
It is not that these effects lack importance, on the contrary. Yet aesthetics is not
concerned with specific emotional effects that change from one subject to another,
but with the means and conditions by which those effects are produced.

The fear of the immoral

Sanchez Vazquez intends to include the realm of the everyday into his aesthetic theory
and applies categories such as the ugly, the comical, the sublime, the grotesque, and
the beautiful to art as well as to everyday life. He states that man can have aesthetic
relations in the everyday through these categories. Nevertheless, when he confronts
the tragic, his pen, like a frightened horse, refuses to continue.

To convert the fire in a building, in which a man is being devoured by the flames, into
a spectacle or an object of contemplation, and to enjoy the shapes, the colors or the
expression of the terrified face, would not only be immoral, but a human perversion.
In this sense, the tragic loses its aesthetic dimension in real life, a dimension that we do
find when we consider it from the categories of the beautiful, the ugly, or the sublime.
(Sanchez Vazquez 1992, 214)

That someone can watch death, pain, or a conflagration as a spectacle and feel pleasure
is, unfortunately, a fact. The proof is their repeated display in films and television.
This attraction to the tragic in real life explains the crowds that gather at traffic
accidents or similar events, the repeated transmission of tragic and violent images
in the mass media and even the existence of something as monstrous as snuff. This
attraction, perverse or not, amoral or immoral, is aesthetic, embarrassing as it may
be. Sanchez Vazquez cannot accept it; that is why he prefers to deny that the tragic
in real life can be considered aesthetic. He affirms: “With this limitation that, as we
see, is more moral than aesthetic, it can be stated that the tragic occurs in real life,
in human existence, without it necessarily having an aesthetic dimension.” In spite
of what Sanchez Vazquez would wish to find, the tragic in real life will necessarily
have an aesthetic dimension as long as the sensibility of the subject comes into play
by judging something as being “tragic”.
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Sanchez Vazquez’s horror to accept the tragic as aesthetic in everyday life is
morally understandable, but theoretically inconsistent. The problem he faces
here stems from the ambiguous definition of aesthetics carrying the burden of
antiquated ideas such as “contemplation”, “feeling of pleasure”, and “disinterested
delight”. Thus, instead of getting rid of these connotations about the aesthetic (that
precisely in this example prove their uselessness), Sanchez Vazquez preferred to
jettison everyday tragedies from having an aesthetic dimension. The tendency to
automatically attribute a virtuous character and a morally positive connotation to
everything related to the aesthetic, again the Pangloss Syndrome, works here once
more as an epistemological obstacle. Aesthetic phenomena needs not be immoral,
but also not moral. We must overcome the Pangloss Syndrome if we really want to
understand human sensibility.

Sanchez Vazquez’s observation is highly interesting because it sends us back to
the previous section, that of the fear of psychologism, but by another route. To feel
fear, repugnance, morbidity, pain, or panic about something does not make it, by
definition, aesthetic. In the previous section I explained that while the conditions
to produce emotional effects are pertinent to aesthetics, the specificity of their
emotional effects is relevant to psychology. The presence of emotion does not define
the aesthetic (since it can be produced be chemical stimulants or internal body
processes). Also, categorizing something as tragic, comical, or grotesque, is not
equivalent to experiencing them as an aesthetic, since it could be a purely taxonomic
judgment. A premature death will not be tragic for someone who does not apprehend
it sensitively. We have the case of a forensic doctor who simply reports “female, 17,
died from congestion of the digestive system ....” On the other hand, a trivial but
profoundly touching object, like “the obtuse” for Barthes (1986), that is practically
non-categorizable (like the image of an insignificant character with a cap in a scene
of a film by Eisenstein) is full of aesthetic significance for him.?

Summing up, that the tragic in everyday life may be contemplated with pleasure
is certainly a perversion, and it certainly occurs, but should not for that reason
be invalidated as pertinent to aesthetic inquiry. On the contrary, it is our duty as
aestheticians to understand how it occurs. It is aesthetic not because it involves
contemplation or pleasure but because it impinges upon the subject’s sensibility.
The tragic in the everyday or in art is definitely aesthetic whenever it moves or
touches us, and is not when it is a simple categorization, lacking sensitive appraisal.
From understanding this responsive disposition or its blockage we could explore its
imbrication with ethics in Kant’s enigmatic paragraph 59 of the Critique of Judgment
referring to “beauty as the symbol of morality”. But this topic is beyond the scope of
this text, and will have to be dealt with elsewhere, sometime.

It is necessary to confront the fear of the immoral in the research of aesthetic
phenomena, and overcome the calculated naiveté of attributing it an exclusively
virtuous character if we ever want to understand the complete range of its
manifestations. Phenomena like the current aesthetics of violence, snuff or classical
music played at the gates of the gas chambers in Auschwitz require a rigorous
examination without the ballast of naive aestheticism and its Pangloss Syndrome.

2 See Chapter 13.
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In due time, the theory of aesthetics will have to account not only for the delight in
Kantian beauty and the sublime, but for phenomena like aesthetic violence and the
aesthetization of violence, of aesthetic abuse and intrusion, the blunting of sensibility,
its perversion, and its poisoning.

In conclusion, the fears of aesthetics facing the precipices of relativism,
subjectivism, psychologism, of the prosaic and mundane, of the undesirable and the
immoral have functioned as real epistemological obstacles in the zeal of aestheticians
who hold on to art and beauty as privileged, and exclusive, objects of their discipline.
If they let loose of the fetish of beauty, it is only to immediately grab another: art.



PART 2
ON AESTHESIS

Not too victorious, one might say, was our exit from the labyrinths of aesthetics. We
came out of it without a sufficiently clear concept of the aesthetic, of its limitations,
scope, and particular modes of manifestation. Venturing into its problems, myths,
and fetishes allowed us at least to recognize that the dimension of the aesthetic is not
as simple as might be suggested if taken as a mere synonym of art and beauty.

Mainstream aesthetic theory considers that the purpose of this discipline is to
discover the special characteristics proper to aesthetic objects, particularly of certain
objects classified as “artworks”, and to elucidate what criteria would validate such
classification. Analytic aesthetics, for example, yearns to proceed by the standard
for hard sciences in order to purge philosophic discourse from logical weaknesses,
define objects that would be specific to its field, and isolate them in their supposedly
independent and observable reality for verifying if the propositions of the theory
are well-founded and “match reality”. This imitation of scientific procedures hides
the fact that what we are dealing with here are not the objects but the subjects that
relate in a particular manner to their surroundings in terms of their sensibility. These
subjects exceed the limited confines of the artistic precisely because it is from them
whom the aesthetic dimension is projected.

Everyday aesthetics is as volatile as it is persistent. It does not materialize into
finite and durable items like artworks, even if it permeates all regions of social reality.
The fact that it is not spectacular or extraordinary explains why it hasn’t called the
attention of aesthetic theory. Yet, the study of the aesthetics of everyday life becomes
possible precisely now, when social sciences and humanities have converged
towards examining simple facts and ordinary practices, as does ethnography, human
ethology, conversational analysis, and micro—sociology or symbolic interactionism.
The goal is no longer to elaborate great theoretical abstractions or grandiose treaties
but to explore the minute network of concrete social exchanges.

In this second part, Ariadne’s thread is being spun allowing us to exit this
labyrinth. A broader yet no less precise demarcation of aesthetics will be elaborated
with sufficient amplitude to encompass both the everyday and the artistic, and yet
with enough caution so as not to lose on the way the specificity that differentiates
the aesthetic from the non—aesthetic. After this demarcation we will be able to stand
on a firmer ground for undertaking our longed for exploration of the aesthetics of
everyday life.






Chapter 5

Demarcating Aesthetics

Each new book on aesthetics goes on to define once again what the author understands
by the term “aesthetics”. Other disciplines like physics or mathematics do not need
to begin by defining physics or mathematics in each new publication. What seems
evident from the labyrinths we have explored so far is that there is no agreement on
what can be understood by “aesthetics”, and as long as this situation continues, a
more solid development of its theory is impossible. An attempt of definition at hand,
among hundreds of possible others, is that proposed by Adolfo Sanchez Vazquez
(1992, 57): “Our definition is the following: aesthetics is the science of appropriating
reality in a specific manner, associated with other ways of human appropriation of
the world, in given historical, social, and cultural conditions.”

The author, however, does not say what that “specific manner” is, and what the
“other ways” are. Besides, the definition of Sanchez Vazquez can also be applied
to sociology, politics, or economics. Consequently, it is not operative. Moreover, is
aesthetics really a science? Why? What methodology does it use? Have aesthetic
theories really advanced to such an extent as to grant them scientific status? As I
mentioned in the Preface, while the principle of verifiability in science demands
that any observer, wherever situated, can corroborate a phenomenon under the
same conditions, in aesthetic studies observations wholly depend upon the matricial
location of the subject. What is more, aesthetic theory does not look for laws in
nature nor has any possibility of prediction over the phenomena been observed. This
is the reason why aesthetics has no hope of ever becoming a science in the strict
sense of the term, as there can never be two subjects located exactly in the same
matricial configuration given the absolute uniqueness of each one as an individual.
We can, however, develop aesthetics not as a science but as a theory by constructing
analytical categories, tools and models—as did Freud for the psychoanalytical study
of the subject—and demarcating its field of pertinence. Note that we are not looking
for a definition as much as for a demarcation.

I have quoted precisely Sanchez Véazquez because it is remarkable that when he
sets out to define aesthetics, he arrives at a very imprecise proposal and, yet, when
he only tries to describe aesthetics, he targets with notable finesse upon a specifically
aesthetic ingredient, namely the idea of “excess”, rendering a heuristically fertile
concept (developed in Chapter 18; see also Mandoki 2001).

In finding a clue to the primordial sense with which the term “aesthetic”
emerged, it is necessary to go back to its etymological origin. From the Greek
etymology, aesthetics specifically refers to the subject of sensibility or perception
(aisthe perception or sensibility derived from aisthenasthai, and the suffix tes agent
or subject). It does not refer to any particular category of objects or their relation to
beauty, much less to art despite the fact that these have been the meanings selected
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and established by aesthetic theory and art history for more than a quarter of a
millennium already.

Credit is given to Baumgarten in his Metaphysics (1739), where the word
“aesthetics” appears for the first time as a specific concept denoting a branch of
philosophy (before his enormous unfinished treatise Aesthetics of 1750-58) and
refers to the “science of sensitive knowledge”: Aesthetica est scientia cognitionis
sensitivae. Thus for Baumgarten human beings have a special kind of knowledge
that is sensitive because it is characterized by its link to the senses.

But what is the “sensitive”? It invokes a kin of terms which exhibit family
resemblances with the common root “sen” (cf. Dewey [1934] 1980, 22) all of
which are related to the basic concept of sensibility: sentiment, sensation, sensual,
sensitive, sensible, sentient, semsorial, sensational, sensuous, (common) sense,
sense as meaning, sense as reason, sensing as feeling, and so on. All these terms are
invoked, but the sensitive is not limited to any of them in particular. This family of
similar terms has caused headaches to aestheticians that intend to apprehend concepts
from their essence and define aesthetics by necessary and sufficient reasons, or by
proximate genus and specific difference.

From the point of view of rationalist ideology of the eighteenth century it is
understandable that Baumgarten would hierarchically claim: “the things are known
by a superior capacity as objects of logic, whereas the things perceived must be by an
inferior capacity as its object or aesthetics”. (Baumgarten [1735] 1975, 9) One must
acknowledge his great merit of proposing precisely then, in the midst of rationalism,
the differentiated study of sensitive knowledge. Nevertheless, the Cartesian vein of
his specification of sensible representations as “clear but confused” compared to the
“clear and distinct” cognitive representations becomes irrelevant today.

Terry Eagleton (1990, 15) points out, to the contrary, that with this movement
Baumgarten tried less to project the world of the body and the sensible to the forefront
of philosophical discussion, than to subject it to the colonization of reason. Eagleton
is right, but having failed under the adamant resistance of the object to be confined in
these rational categories, Baumgarten effectively managed to situate it at the center
of philosophical debate, where it is still located today.

At the very beginning of the Critique of Pure Reason § 1, in his “Transcendental
Aesthetics”, Kant defines the aesthetic as relative to sensibility: “I call transcendental
aesthetics the science of all a priori principles of sensibility.” By the term “sensibility”
Kant understands “the capacity of receiving (receptivity) representations according
to the manner of how the objects affect us”. But at the beginning of the Critique
of Judgment § 1 there is a slight change of signification in what Kant defines as
aesthetic, emphasizing the subjective: “The judgment of taste is, therefore, not a
judgment of knowledge; thus, it is not logical, but aesthetic, if we understand by this
that the determining base of which cannot be but subjective. If in a judgment [...]
[the representations] [...] are only referred to the subject (his feeling), this judgment
is always aesthetic.” (Emphasis added)

Following Baumgarten, Kant contrasts the aesthetic to the logical, except that
his valuation is not hierarchic as in the former. What is clear so far is that in both,
the Greek meaning of the term aisthetes and the Kantian definition, we are dealing
first and foremost with the subject. And yet, the subject of perception is the starting
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point not only of aesthetics, but of different disciplines; they all differ, however,
in the points of arrival. Neurology studies the subject of perception with regard
to the brain and its neural processes. Epistemology focuses the mechanisms with
which the subject builds knowledge and legitimizes its validity. In psychology the
subject of perception is focused according to its social adjustment and well-being.
By and large, ethics is concerned with the subject’s decisions and acts in accordance
to social and personal values. Aesthetics studies the subject in its openness to life.
Thus, epistemology and aesthetics overlap as they both are interested in perception,
but they diverge in that one accentuates cognitive effects of perception whereas
aesthetics highlights its appreciative effects. By both cognitive and aesthetic
processes, the subjects constitute realities that are factual and imaginary, social and
personal; but while denotation predominates in the cognitive, connotation is more
connected to the aesthetic. Ethics and aesthetics also overlap when focusing subjects
in terms of their sensibility; however, in ethics what matters are the decisions taken
by the subject, whereas for aesthetics what predominates is their adhesion (as I will
explain in Chapter 8).

Valuation is an activity that subjects perform according to different criteria. We
may appraise, as cognitive subjects, the truth value in a proposition, or, as ethical
subjects, assess the demand and consequences of an action. As aesthetic subjects
we may consider the lure or repulsion that a person, object or event can inspire. In
each case appraisals depend on social conventions with regard to truth, goodness or
attractiveness.

A genealogical perspective for a bio-aesthetics

In the History of Sexuality, Foucault (1986) wrote about “aesthetics of existence”
with regards to ways for accomplishing a harmonious and beautiful life. He was
referring to classical Greece’s ideal of maintaining balance and self-control over
one’s life (implying the synonymity of aesthetics and beauty). It is not this sense
that I am concerned with here, but rather with Foucault’s interest on the genealogy
of the subject and power that develop from Nietzsche’s genealogy of morality. Thus
we shall explore the aesthetic subject from a genealogical approach related to what
Foucault intended to elaborate, particularly in his last writings (although he focused
this genealogy on power, not precisely aesthetics, as a constituent of the subject).
This genealogical perspective in the formation of subjectivity (linked to an enigmatic
term, “sensibility”) derives both from the etymological meaning of aisthetes and the
Kantian definition of aesthetics in both Critiques, reinforcing the subject as the node
of convergence from which aesthetic theory emerges.

Weitz (1987, 153) affirmed that it is not possible to define either aesthetics or
sensibility in an absolute manner; consequently the function of aesthetic theory
cannot be definitional, which he believed to be logically condemned to failure.
Instead, he proposed to read it as summaries of serious recommendations for paying
attention to certain manners and aspects of art. I disagree with Weitz; we must
understand defining, or at least demarcating, as a constitutive act necessary for theory
in preventing terminological ambiguities. Accurately, Weitz (1987) emphasized a
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distinction between the evaluative and the descriptive use of the word “art” which,
applied to aesthetics, is very significant since when something is referred to as
“aesthetic” it is not always clear whether it is with the intention of describing it or
of praising it. Let me affirm that, along this text, the use of the term “aesthetic”, as
well as the term “artistic” will be exclusively descriptive. Moreover, I contend that
there is good and bad art, as there are good and bad aesthetics (namely sensitive
interactions that do not nourish but enfeeble the subject, or blockage of sensibility).
From now on, when I refer to an event as “aesthetic” it will mean not that it is
beautiful or artistic, but only that it is pertinent to the study of aesthetics.

From the start, one of the problems that aesthetics has been dragging along is the
conflation between the object of analysis and the theory that analyzes it. It brings to
mind the common case when news anchors announce that in a certain region there
are “meteorological problems”, literally problems with the study of meteors, instead
of saying that there are climatic or atmospheric problems. That is why authors
interested in this field often speak of “aesthetic objects”, meaning literally objects
that are sensitive (when what they really mean is “objects of aesthetics”).

Because a definition is not about catching the ultimate essence of its object but
instead of making theoretical constructions and operations explicit, we must state
what precisely we are going to understand here by this term. It is then useful to
apply to aesthetics the same distinction Morris (quoted by Pelc 2000, 426) made
between semiosis and semiotics: “Semiosis: process of signs, e.g. a process in which
something is a sign for some organism. It has to be distinguished from semiotics as
the study of semiosis. The terms ‘semiosic’ and ‘semiotic’ must be distinguished in
the same manner.”

Equally, by “aesthetics” we will understand the study of the condition of
aesthesis. Aesthesis refers to the particular nature of subjectivity that makes it
sensitive, receptive, or porous to its environment. Subjectivity implies sensibility.
Consequently, if we focus upon the human scale only, we will no longer consider the
aesthetic experience as its central problem (which would literally mean a beautiful
experience in the evaluative sense or an experience that results from studying art)
but instead the condition of being open and exposed to life. What is worth exploring
here are not those privileged moments denominated “aesthetic experiences” but this
condition of being alive that consists of openness and permeability to the world.
There is no aesthesis without life, and no life without aesthesis. What is at stake for
aesthetic studies is the basic condition of any live being.

Adopting a genealogical perspective forces us to admit that there is no reason
why aesthetics should be confined exclusively to the human species, as this openness
to the world occurs throughout various levels of organism complexity among all live
creatures at any stage of evolution. A thirsty animal that finds water to quench its
thirst may also enjoy its freshness. This fact allows us to understand better what we
are referring to when we use the enigmatic word “sensibility”, namely, this porous
condition that, as a membrane, protects as well as exposes every live creature. Such
membrane is the contour that separates and at the same time connects the subject with
its world or umwelt at any scale: Monera, Protista, Fungi, Plantae up to Animalia. Ata
cellular level, aesthesis depends on the cellular wall of bacteria and protozoa and the
plasmatic membrane in cells. In the pluricellular order of mammals, this condition
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Table 5.1 The Branches of Aesthetics

AESTHETICS
BIO-AESTHETICS SOCIO-AESTHETICS
Cyto-Aesthetics Prosaics (Medical, Religiory Family, School,
Phyto-Aesthetics Military, National, Juridical, Sports)
Zoo-Aesthetics Poetics (Music, Literature, Sculpture,
Anthropo-Aesthetics Painting, Film, Photography)

depends on their epithelial membranes like the skin or epidermis, the timpani
membrane that allows us to hear, membranes like the cornea and photoreceptors
in retinal cones for seeing, the olfactory epithelium in the nasal cavity and taste
receptor cells at the tongue conducted through the nervous system. This porosity to
stimuli from the environment is the condition of aesthesis or sensibility in all live
beings before, during and after triggering processes of semiosis.

Maturana and Varela (1992, 43) explored live creatures from unicellular
to pluricellular up to pluri-individual or social organisms in terms of their inner
organization they defined as auftopoiesis. “Our proposition is that living beings are
characterized in that, literally, they are continually self-producing. We indicate this
process when we call the organization that defines them an autopoietic organization.”
They emphasized that at a cellular level, the most elemental organism generates a
border by its membrane to separate it from the environment in a particular dynamic.
It must be added that aesthesis is essential for autopoiesis to take place, since no self-
production is possible without openness to its habitat. In the cell, this condition of
autopoiesis permits it to close and individualize itself for performing the metabolism
basic for its self-production, and at the same time to open for detecting nutrients
and assimilating them or getting rid of toxic elements for its survival. Aesthesis and
autopoiesis are coupled.

We could then consider the field of aesthetic studies as developing into a bio-
aesthetics, namely an inquiry on live creatures as membraned and exposed to the
world. In this text we will explore only the anthropological level, namely the human
being in its interaction with the world, with itself and others at the scale of anthropo-
aesthesis. The aesthetics of art, that traditionally has been equivalent to the whole
field of aesthetic studies, is merely one part of it circumscribed to the artistic matrix.
What is of interest here is what this condition of aesthesis implies to the human being
as a vulnerable creature and susceptible to pleasure and pain, open to fascination and

repulsion. (See-Fable-515

Bio-aesthetics

One fresh morning, a sluggish cat enjoys its siesta at the sunniest spot of the couch.
By observing animal behavior it is easy to be convinced of the viability of a zoo-
aesthetics. My cat Nu and her son spend the whole day sleeping, playing under the
carpets, exploring the house and the garden, licking themselves and grooming each
other. They play three types of games: locomotor play (jumping, running, climbing),
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predatory (they simulate attacking each other and hunt small lizards and humming
birds), and object play (they roll balls, threads, and cables) (cf. Bekoff and Byers
1998). Their pleasure is evident.

These behaviors illustrate what Levinas understood by “sensitivity” when
he affirmed: “Sensibility is enjoyment” and added: “sensibility is therefore to be
described not as a moment of representation, but as the instance of enjoyment ...
Sensibility is not an inferior theoretical knowledge bound however intimately to
affective states: in its very gnosis, sensitivity is enjoyment; it is satisfied with the
given, it is contented.” (Levinas [1969] 1998, 136) We may consequently understand
aesthesis etymologically as perception and phenomenologically as enjoyment.

It is, therefore, easier to find an illustration of sensitivity in cats playing than in
galleries and museums of the contemporary metropolitan cities where it is sometimes
necessary to wait in long lines in order to hurry through jammed museum halls only
to listen to a frequently trivial explanation of an artwork (and finally sigh of relief
after this obligatory bath of highbrow culture). Although it is possible to speak of
animal sensitivity by observing them, it is, however, at a conjecture level to explore
vegetal sensitivity.

The possibility of empathy or einfiihlung, key concept of Lipps’s aesthetic
philosophy, could be re-examined under the light of the recent findings by Giacomo
Rizzolatti, Leonardo Fogassi and Vittorio Gallese (2006) with respect to the
monkey’s pre-motor ventral area which has the peculiarity that certain neurons are
fired not only when the monkey performs physical action like pushing, hauling,
grabbing, or chewing a peanut, but also when perceiving that another monkey (and
even the human researcher), performs them. In other words, those neurons are
activated in the performance of an action as much as in the perception of such action,
and could give significant hints to explain the phenomenon of emotional contagion.

We can project an additional distinction from the semiotics of Thure von Uexkiill
etal. (1993), who propose the categories of endosemiosis and exosemiosis from which
we could derive the concepts of endo-aesthesis and the exo-aesthesis, understanding
by the former inherent sensitivity and by the latter interactional sensibility. Endo-
aesthesis can occur in cases such as sensitivity during prenatal stage of the fetus or
feeling in the oneiric or coma state. Exo-aesthesis may be an adequate term to denote
aesthesis during animal mating rituals, awareness of danger and social interactions.
Artistic production may well include both: inner sensitivity to creative imagination and
finding vehicles or idiolects to communicate and share this sensibility with others.

Socio-aesthetics

From bio-aesthetics as the enjoyment of the mere fact of being alive, we pass to socio-
aesthetics. Here is where, occupied in everyday activities for the cultural production
of commodities, services and linguistic work (as Rossi-Landi has called it) a surplus
pops up that is consumed and produced not only as a physical object and as a sign,
but as something else: a significative object of pleasure or pain. As individuals, we
always crave for pleasure despite years of education that have persuaded us that
pleasure should be sacrificed under the weight of duty. We lack the luxury life of
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cats and yet, in everyday life, we constantly produce and receive an aesthetic surplus
in our interactions with the social environment. Things have meaning, but they also
convey joy, or pain.

We will thus demarcate socio-aesthetics as the study of the processes of aesthesis
in the midst social life (echoing Saussure’s definition semiology as “the study of
signs in the midst of social life”). Socio-aesthetics will focus on two particular
fields of study: poetics as the aesthetic production and reception of the artistic, and
prosaics as the aesthetic dimension in everyday life. This book is not about socio-
aesthetics because it does not include the whole scope of Poetics. Our center of
attention will be exclusively prosaics, although we will include the prosaics of art,
namely, artistic modus operandi seen as a social practice in everyday life. prosaics
will analyze art as a social matrix from the outside, whereas Poetics analyzes artistic
invention from within, according to its own idiolects and rules of configuration.
Since practically all aesthetic theory, art criticism and philosophy of art have been
dedicated to this subject, we will not deal with it in this work.

Prosaics is particularly at stake through the strategies of constitution of and
interaction with personal and collective identities. The aesthetics of art, traditionally
understood as equivalent to the whole field of aesthetics, is part of socio-aesthetics that
centers around the production within the artistic matrix well-known as “artworld”. As
a tip of the aesthetic iceberg, poetics has been the most conspicuous of all aesthetic
activities as the action of making artifacts deliberately directed towards human
sensibility for mental and sensorial enjoyment. It is an institutionalized practice (cf.
Dickie, Danto) taken to be synonymous to the whole field of aesthetics. I want to
stress the limited role that Poetics plays within the aesthetic spectrum, and despite it,
the reason it has usurped the whole aesthetic theory is due to not only its spectacular
artistic achievements but its important role in strategies for social distinction and
status legitimization. (cf. Bourdieu 1984, Eagleton 1990)

In conclusion let us establish aesthetics as the study of the condition of aesthesis,
and as such having two lines of inquiry: bio-aesthetics as the study of aesthesis in
live creatures, and socio-aesthetics as the study of aesthetic practices in social life.
Socio-aesthetics will focus on two particular objects of study: poetics as the theory
of artistic activity, events and artifacts, and prosaics as aesthetic activity, events and
artifacts in daily life. If signification or semiosis depends upon, as Bateson once said,
“a difference that makes a difference”, the significative or aesthesis depends on how
such difference affects our propensity for joy or woe.

As human beings we may move along the aesthetic spectrum from our basic bio-
aesthetic condition of live creatures undergoing enjoyment or pain, to our prosaic,
everyday labor of dramaturgically presenting our identities to survive socially, on
to the more refined artistic aesthetics in poetics creating literary, musical or visual
artifacts and imaginary worlds by mapping routes we can travel as spectators or
readers to interpret and enjoy these inventions. (See-Fable-5-29
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Table 5.2 Bio-aesthetics and Socio-aesthetics

Main aspects Bio-aesthetics Prosaics Poetics

Activity Undergoing Laboring Working
Appearance Presence Presentation Re—presentation
Condition Person

Persona Personage (character)
Subjective phase Individuality Identity Personality




Chapter 6

Basic Categories for Aesthetic Analysis

Aesthetic subject and aesthetic object

It is necessary to begin from the “orthodox” subject-object dichotomy as a point
of departure for our analysis (despite of Heidegger and many other postmodernist
authors’ objection to it for considering it a metaphysical idea).! Rather than
metaphysical, the subject-object distinction is operative as a necessary theoretical
tool for focusing with more precision problems here discussed. The whole debate
upon the aesthetic object-subject partly proves how problematic this distinction still
is, as well as how unavoidable it remains for the field of aesthetics.

Aesthetic theory has oscillated between objectivism (of beauty, of the text and
its meaning, of the work of art and its concepts, properties, features, or aspects?)
and a more or less assumed subjectivism from the theory of reception, negative
hermeneutics, idealistic aesthetics, theories of empathy (Einfiihlung) or experience
(Erlebnis), and literary deconstruction. Deciding on one of these alternatives has
been perhaps a question, as Feyerabend (1974, 72) would have it, of an almost
visceral or temperamental decision rather than a result of objective rational thinking.
So I must make explicit that the text I am elaborating here is written from the
objectivism of the subject and the subjectivism of the object. I understand the subject
as necessarily constituted by the dense objectivity of the social (and, therefore, a
relatively objective subject), and the object as necessarily existing solely by the
perception of the subject (as an object of perception), a subjectivated object. In other
words, I start from an objective subjectivity—that of a subject always and necessarily
constituted from social objectivity—and from subjective objectivity—an object
that exists inasmuch as it is subjectivated by the subject. This integrated vision of
subjectivism-objectivism (which we may designate with the ugly but precise term of
“sub-ob-jectivism”) is a dynamic, complex, and fluid process. The effect of stability
and objectivity of the object becomes less a result of the material permanence of the
object than of the subject’s common social, semiotic, and anatomic conditioning

1 Since Heidegger to postmodern philosophers like Lyotard and Derrida, the notion
of metaphysics has become a derogative term. Nevertheless, although this is not the place
to discuss it, thought cannot proceed without some metaphysical presuppositions. Not
everything is perfectly refutable and verifiable; the same exigency of verifiability is itself
metaphysical. The most logical, rational and rigorous mathematical axiom of A=A, is based
on the metaphysical assumption of the identity.

2 See Sibley “Aesthetic Concepts” in Margolis (1987, 29-52) and Crowther “Aesthetic
Aspects” (1987).
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that enable it to interpret as “sameness” perceptions that differ in time, form, and
place.’?

Objectivity is understood here as intersubjectivity or co-subjectivity generated
by conventions, debates, and negotiations among subjects in their shared social
production of reality.* This subject-object relation is a social relation, inasmuch
as subjects always constitute themselves from the social, and from there also they
constitute their objects. In the Third Critique, the subject seeks universal consensus to
his judgment of taste, but Kant is not aware that this judgment was already conditioned
by the subject’s insertion in society. This subject was already, even before expressing
his judgment, part of the sensus communis, the communal sense, to which he then
appeals to obtain universal consensus. Such transcendental subject is in fact, against
Kant, a social and historical subject rather than a metaindividual one. This does not
mean that it should be reduced to a particular position determined by the system, as
was supposed by antihumanistic trends in Marxism, or to a monadic point of view as
in Leibnizian metaphysics. It is not the original Cartesian subject either, the cogito,
from whom thought and certainty originate in isolation. There are conditions for
the possibility and emergence of the aesthetic subject within particular historical
situations. The subject that aesthetics deals with is always historically, corporeally,
and socially constituted.

There are various modes of the subject-object relation, depending on the capacities
put into play. Among these relations is the technical (operating with the object), the
cognitive (knowing the characteristics of the object), the aesthetic (appreciating or
enduring the object), economic (profiting from the object) relations that overlap and
entangle with each other, but that can nevertheless be differentiated. In medicine,
for instance, the relations that the subject (a surgeon) establishes with his object (the
patient) may be: technical in performing surgery, cognitive in medical research and
diagnosis of an illness, or ethical when in assuming responsibility over the life and
well-being of the patient. Other relations are the economic as a source of income
and expense, linguistic as a translation of symptoms (indexical signs) into language
(symbolic signs in Peircean terms), and psychological when emotionally affecting or
being affected by the condition of the patient. There can also be an aesthetic relation
when, in a face-to-face communication, appreciation or delight in the interaction
become salient.

There is usually no reciprocity in aesthetic relations between subject and object
as a waterfall, a cave, or paintings do not respond to our admiration. The sensation
that an object responds or that it is possible to dialogue with it is an effect of the
anthropomorphization of the objects. The supposed “dialogue with art” never really
takes place with an artwork but with the artist mediated by the artwork and in a
deferred non-reciprocal process. Even in theater performances, where there seems
to be a dialogue between actors and the public, that dialogue is partly illusory since
the reaction of the public was more or less calculated beforehand. Nonetheless, it is

3 This sub-objectivism is somehow compatible with the concept of “interpretative
communities” proposed by Stanley Fish (1980) for whom the stability of the text is an effect
of the stability of interpretative strategies.

4 Herman Parret (1995, 6-7) felicitously proposed this concept of co-subjectivity.
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undeniable that theater performances are affected by the reactions of the public at
each show, and that dialogical variation may occur. But not even here can we speak
of true reciprocity. A dialogue is a woven logos by two or more speakers affecting one
another. When the expression of one does not affect the other, when it does not produce
any effects, there is no dialogue but two successive or overlapping monologues.
Each process of aesthesis is a particular event determined by the relation of a
specific subject with a specific object. Dewey points this out when stating that:

But the object of—or better in—perception is not one of a kind in general, a sample of a
cloud or river, but this individual thing existing here and now with all the unrepeatable
particularities that accompany and mark such existences. In its capacity of object-of-
perception, it exists exactly in the same interaction with the living creature that constitutes
the activity of perceiving. (Dewey [1943] 1980, 177)

Therefore, it is possible to speak of aesthetic objects only in terms of subjects relating
to them from their sensible disposition as aesthetic subjects. Perceiving an object
does not affect the object as such, but it does affect the subjects and their perception
of it. The object does not respond nor does it seduce: Subjects allow themselves to
be seduced by their perceptions or provoke seductions. By the same token, only
subjects perceive an artist’s inscriptions through an object.’ Art does not express as
words do not speak. It is subjects who express themselves through art and speak by
means of words in their relation with other subjects, who in turn interpret the words
and respond to art mediated expression.

I denote “aesthetic subject” the creature open to the world and alert to its
oscillations (as described by John Dewey), the place where the organism opens up
to life for nurturing or recoils from it for protection. The subject that aesthetics deals
with is sensitive to art and beauty, as traditional aesthetics has underlined, but is
also sensitive to science and to justice, to the reasonable and the worthy, to nature
and to life. It is a subject equally exposed to the grandiose and to the despicable,
to the grotesque and to the elegant, to the vulgar and to the refined, to the sublime
and to the banal. We can thus aesthetically appreciate both the ethical and cognitive
dimensions when observing a noble act or a well-elaborated concept.

Objectivity, objectuality, and objectivation

To keep it simple, I will understand “objectivity” as synonymous of intersubjectivity;
by “objectuality” the nature of the object as a mere thing; and by “objectivation” the
processes through which subjects manifest themselves and communicate with each
other. It is then possible to speak of different types of objectivations among which
are the linguistic, scientific, or aesthetic options each of them differentiated by the
particular codes and processes involved.

5 Baudrillard (1984) proposes the objects’ activity of seduction, but it is not the object,
but the subject behind the object, who seduces, namely the designer and the advertiser who
seduce the consumer who in turn accedes or not to let himself be seduced. The objects are
only mediators in this process, not agents.
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Science has intended to work at a level of pure objectuality of the referent, of the
thing as such, of the object in its intrinsic constitution independently of man, until
it was forced to admit that even in a hard science such as physics, the intervention
of the subject is inevitable and should be taken into account while observing a
phenomenon. The specific conditions of measurement in Einstein’s relativistic
physics and Heisenberg’s Principle of Uncertainty confront us not only with the
limits of pure objectuality, but with those of objectivity in science, as well as with
the inescapable presence of the subject. It is always human beings and only us
who observe, build, explain, predict, point out, focus, and positions ourselves. The
inexorable presence of the subject is even more salient in aesthetic investigation than
in hard sciences. Nevertheless, tenacious positivistic aestheticians still persist in their
attempts to prove the objectuality of the aesthetic and its objectivity independently
of the subject, as if aesthetics would reside in certain qualities or aspects whose
inventory the theory would have to elaborate. In fact, this naive realistic aesthetics
pretends to be examining the objectivity of the aesthetic object when what it actually
describes is the consensus among different subjects in regards to their particular
artistic taste. Considering that the subject is socially constituted, such objectivity is
found less in the objectuality of the object, than in the conditions of perception shared
by the subjects. Their intersubjectivity qua subjects manifests itself as expectations
and interpretations of what they perceive common to all of them. Subjects constitute
themselves through and by social density, as well as by their corporeal or biological
configuration the result of which is this effect of objectivity in perceptions.

I understand subjects as nodes in dynamic and interactive processes of
objectivation/subjectivation from morpho-biological and socio-cultural conditions.
Subjects operate in relation to their umwelt (Uexkill 1982) or “horizons of
expectations” (Jauss 1978) and “interpretative strategies” (Fish 1976, 1980),
ideologies, semiotic codes, zeitgeist, or weltanschauung. When we coincide in an
interpretation or a perception, we believe to be sharing the same text or object,
when what we are really sharing is a common region of intersubjectivity, a bio-
cultural a priori. We believe to have objects in common when in fact we are sharing
our manner of being subjects. Consequently, by aesthetic objectivity I understand
the conditions from which the aesthetic subject as such is constituted, that is, the
matrixes of subjectivity and the a priori of aesthetics.

The disquisitions about the truth of art, the aesthetic aspects, the qualities of an
artwork, the concretion of values or of feelings in the artwork, its form or beauty
presuppose the objectuality of the aesthetic object. From this supposed objectuality
it is assumed that the function of theory would consist of detecting the aesthetic
aspects as material elements of the work as if they would pre-exist perception. This
is how the fetishes of aesthetics tenaciously spring forth attributing aesthetic or
sensitive qualities to an object and converting it into a pseudo-subject.

In conclusion, to distinguish between object, objectivity, objectivation, and
objectuality in aesthetics, let’s first point out that we can speak of an aesthetic object
only in relation to the aesthetic subject. Its being aesthetic is the product of the
relation that a subject establishes with it at a given moment. Objectivity, on the
other hand, has nothing to do with the object but only with the subject, since it is
a result of intersubjective and social conditions of subjectivity. Objectivation is a
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Table 6.1 Object-Related Distinctions

Objectivity Intersubjectivity
Objectuality Thingness

Objectivation Subject’s exteriorization
Subjectivation Subject’s interiorization

process complementary to subjectivation: while in objectivation subjects manifest
themselves, produce and transform social reality, in subjectivation it is social reality
that produces, constitutes, and transforms the subjects. Subjectivity is permeability.
Finally, objectuality, differing from objectivity, does have to do with the object,
but is not objective since it refers to the thing-as-such, to its thingness; it is not
objective because it does not pass through the subject and therefore is not inter or
co-subjective. Consequently, we can refer to objectuality as language refers to the
extra-linguistic and Kant referred to the noumena. Objectuality is the outside of
knowledge and perception which nevertheless limits them, resists and opposes them,
imposing a territory relatively closed to knowledge: that of thingness. With a tragic
and passionate love, a devotion never reciprocated, knowledge pursues objectuality
which is forever evasive; he is willing to sacrifice his honor for a wink, for the least
insinuation by which he may position himself for penetrating, at last, all her secrets.

He fools himself. (See-Fable-6-15

Subjectivity, individuality, identity, role

As we are already embarked on the task of establishing methodological distinctions,
and since aesthetics revolves mainly around processes related to subjectivity, we must
examine both the objectus (thrown forth) and the subjectus (thrown below). Here we
must distinguish four profoundly interlocked concepts: subjectivity, individuality,
identity, and role. Subjectivity is the condition of openness or being exposed to the
world which in human beings is displayed by three phases: individuality, identity,
and role. Subjectivity is what distinguishes a live creature from inanimate matter in
any level of nature.

By individuality I understand the visceral, corporeal, energetical condition of the
subject, that is, its character and singularity. Individuality is our biological substrate
that belongs to us from birth while sustaining ourselves in life until we lose it at
death. Esoteric and mystic teachings appear to target individuality in an attempt to
penetrate the primordial inner self in this elemental relation with life and death. From
individuality emerge temperament and character, the impulse for life, the thrust, and
the vigor.

Identity, on the other hand, is always social and depends on others for its
consolidation, although it is built and projected by the subject and even outlives him.
Identity is granted to us by others since it is the product of negotiations and presentation
of the self. Identity is what begins at the “mirror phase” pointed out by Lacan, the
discovery by the infant of his or her image as an object in the mirror, the sense of being
seen from the outside. Later it evolves in the awareness of owning a certain appearance,
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exercising a profession, belonging to a certain family or ethnic group, nation or religion.
It has to do with prestige, accomplishments, and reputation. Identities may be personal
or collective and we become members of society only through them. They are essential
for social survival, as the shell of a snail for its biological subsistence.

The fact that identities are granted does not mean that we remain passive to
them. On the contrary: we are exposed to continuous processes of construction
and negotiation employing strategic games to establish credibility or influence
others. These games were pointed out by Goffman’s ([1959] 1981) dramaturgical
analysis of the presentation of self in “face to face” interactions. Precisely in identity
construction, aesthetic strategies play a fundamental role. The production of identity
is, then, not only a semiosic activity as a display of signs of who we are or what we
want, but also aesthetic, since it is aimed at achieving appreciation by and for others.
As Berger and Luckmann (1986, 217) point out, identity is a phenomenon that
emerges from the dialectics between an individual and society and not an isolated or
pre-established item. Identity is made by acts of enunciation and interpretation that
are performative when words transcend to acts, and constitutive of the person when
appreciated and appraised positively or negatively by others.

Subjectivity is the condition of possibility of identity, just as individuality for
subjectivity. From individuality, subjectivity emerges to become objectivated
through identities. The collective conditions of possibility for the construction of
identities are the matrixes or institutions that establish each of their conventional
rules and values. The function of subjectivity, however, is not limited to be only
the substratum of identities, since it functions as the point of integration of realities
internal and external, private and public, personal and social, and above all, present,
past, and future enabling one to recognize oneself as the same being through time.
Subjectivity is equally intrasubjectivity (Wiley’s 1994 I-you-me), inter-identity
within the subject, and intersubjectivity among various subjects. The instability
resulting from the multiplicity of identities as discrete entities displayed by the
person in different settings according to Goffman’s ([1959] 1981) dramaturgical
analysis is controlled and balanced by subjectivity. While highly dynamic in its
continuous interchange with social reality, subjectivity binds identities together and
maintains the memory and continuity that allows one to recognize oneself within
these identities regardless of how variable the contexts of enunciation may be.

Throughout the processes of objectivation and subjectivation (as cardiac systole
and diastole) subjectivity stays alive, and in continuous movement and exchange
with the environment. By objectivation it constitutes identities of its own, and
by subjectivation it appreciates or validates others’ identities, while reinforcing,
creating, and recreating its own subjectivity. Therefore, contrarily to what could be
supposed, there is no symmetry between identity and subjectivity because while
subjectivity is heterogeneous, relatively stable and unique in its being rooted on
individuality (although highly dynamic in each individual), identity is multiple,
homogeneous, and ephemeral in each case, according to the context. The consistency
and credibility of an identity depend on homogeneity since this enables necessary
predictability, in contrast to the mode of subjectivity which, if it were homogeneous,
would seriously limit the possibilities of survival by imbuing excessive rigidity to
the range of action and reaction necessary to cope with varying circumstances. Cases
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of rigid subjectivity require medical intervention, particularly when one identity
usurps the place of subjectivity as a whole (as with workaholics and fanatics), or
when individuality usurps it, as in drug addiction where the bodily impulses take
over the whole range of action of the person. Multiple personality syndrome is so
painful because diverse identities tear apart an individual’s subjectivity, thus causing
her to lose the basic anchor for a unified direction of experience.

From the conception of symbolic interactionism as set forth by Goffman,
it is worth examining a term repeatedly mentioned by the author and frequently
confused with identity, namely, the role. While identity is personal and specific,
role is anonymous and general. Identity is built, whereas role is assumed; in identity
the subject is active, but in the role he is passive. By identities let us understand
those that have to do with family, religion, school, national, professional all of which
are personally and collectively constructed. By roles I understand circumstantial
conditions such as being a passenger in a vehicle, buyer in a supermarket, client in a
bank, customer in a restaurant, user of a service.

Jean Paul Sartre describes how the waiter in a café plays and presents his role as
café waiter:

But what is he playing? It isn’t necessary to watch him a long time to see: he plays he is a
waiter in a café. There is nothing there that can astonish us: play is a sort of discovery and
investigation. The child plays with his body to explore it, to establish his inventory. The
waiter in the café plays with his condition to achieve it. This obligation does not differ from
that imposed on all merchants; all its condition is that of ceremony, the public demands
from them that they perform it as a ceremony. There is the dance of the shopkeeper, the
dressmaker, the auctioneer through which they endeavor to persuade their customers that
they are nothing more than a shopkeeper, an auctioneer, a dressmaker.®

To illustrate these three levels of subjectivity, consider the subject as a cell whose
nucleus corresponds to individuality, and its cellular membrane to identity, whereas
its location and function within the tissue or organ would correspond to its role.
Cerebral death or the state of coma is the death of the subject, but not of the individual
while it maintains its vital functions, nor of its role as patient. His identity also
remains because he will still continue being father, son or brother to somebody.

In certain situations it is possible to substitute identity for role, and even subvert
the role with identity. As an example, instead of resigning oneself to the role of
patient delegating on the physician, the whole weight of the decision in regards to
surgical intervention (with the risks of anonymity and dehumanization it implies),
a person may choose to constitute a personal identity facing a doctor. He will
formulate questions regarding the diagnosis and deploy an inquisitive attitude
about the treatment to better appraise the doctor’s credibility. Thus he will veer the
interaction of the role of passive patient toward the identity of an alert, intelligent
person that directly questions and shares the responsibility of the treatment. It would
be desirable if we could do the same interactional veering as citizens in relation to
professional politicians.

6 Jean-Paul Sartre in L’Etre et le Néant, Gallimard, p. 99 quoted by Joseph (1999, 58—
59).
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Table 6.2  Phases of Subjectivity

Subject?\/ify Inter-intrasubjective Node of the three phases
Individuality Intrapersonal Singularity, uniqueness
Identity Interpersonal Objectivation of subjectivity
Role Impersonal Anonymous and circumstantial

It has been supposed that subjectivity is mainly a concern for the field of
psychology rather than for aesthetics, so that these three phases of individuality,
identity, and role would respectively correspond to the id, the ego, and the superego
in Freudian psychoanalysis. Psychology, however, intervenes in cases of disturbance
of the relation between these phases, whereas aesthetics is not interested in
pathological or borderline cases, but instead in the genealogy of the subject and its
condition and display of sensibility (as Foucault proposed it with relation to power).
That is why subjectivity and identity are of direct concern to aesthetics. Both the
strategies of constitution of the identity through objectivation as well as the activity of
subjectivity by subjectivation, unequivocally involve aesthetic processes since they
require mechanisms of appraisal. Such assessment is accomplished via seduction,
repulsion, or fascination, rather than by argumentation, logic, or weighing evidence
(as the validation of a scientific theory or deciding upon a criminal case). Aesthetics
contributes to explain why and how certain practices, images, or discourses culminate
as group or personal identities sensibly appraised and displayed. Aesthetics does not
take the subject for granted, but converts him or her into a question to be examined
from a dynamic and genealogical perspective. (See-Fable-6-25)

Conflicting identities occur when our identity as parents overlaps with our
identity as son or daughter so that our parental authority may be compromised by our
compliance as descendants. The contradiction between our role when waiting in line
for some bureaucratic requirement and the impulse to subvert our anonymity and
display our identity is a transgression that, at least where I come from, is frequently
punished with the disapproving gaze of the other people obeying in line. There is
also the attack on individuality by identity when a subject frustrated in trying to
attain a goal as lover, or professional assaults or kills himself (as illustrated by a
character in the film The Hours trapped within an asphyxiating identity of wife, and
ends up contemplating suicide as the only possibility of liberation). As categories
proposed for analytical purposes only and not discrete ontological entities, it is worth
remembering that these three phases of subjectivity flow through the continuum of
social semiosis and personal experience.


Katya Mandoki
Note
italicize left column

Katya Mandoki
Highlight

Katya Mandoki
Highlight

Katya Mandoki
Highlight

Katya Mandoki
Highlight

Katya Mandoki
Cross-Out


Chapter 7

Conditions of Possibility of Aesthesis:
The A Priori

Just as knowledge is an effect of our capacity to know, the aesthetic is an effect of
our ability to feel. As with Kant, one should inquire about the conditions of human
sensibility, a task as complex as it is necessary, and of which I will only propose the
basic elements. Consequently, more than asking what is beauty or art, the question
for aesthetics lies in understanding the conditions of possibility for sensibility.

In “Transcendental Aesthetics” Kant states in his first Critique that intuition is
our immediate relation with objects that surround us. Such intuition depends on and
is displayed through two pure a priori forms: space as internal sense, and time as
external sense. These two a priori are necessary but insufficient conditions for the
aesthetic. We also need the material sensation of the object or the corporeal a priori
and the context a priori constituted by cultural codes and social conventions of
formal perception and signification. Finally, for the aesthetic to occur it is necessary
the vitality of the subject, the a priori of energy stratum as the body is its material
stratum.

Experiencing music presupposes the intuition of time during which the sounds
occur, overlap and follow one another, of the space in which they vibrate, of the
body capable of perceiving them, of culture from which they signify as signs and
acquire meaning through recognizable patterns, and of the vital energy capable of
responding emotionally to them. In contrast, the situation of anesthesia is precisely
the elimination of space and time intuition, of body sensations and physical pain, of
any formal perception and emotion.

Of the four conditions for the possibility of aesthetic appreciation, Dewey deals
mainly with the last two. He describes how the long line of animal ancestry remains
in human beings and conditions our experience and interaction with the environment.
Thence arises the experience of harmony as a solution to conflict, the sense of order
and form, balance and rhythm, consummation, unity, and intensity. “In a world like
ours, every living creature that attains sensibility welcomes order with a response of
harmonious feeling whenever it finds a congruous order about it.” (Dewey [1934]
1980, 15)

Space-time

There are two situations, according to Dewey, where aesthetic experience is
impossible. One is in a world that is absolutely static, the other in an absolutely
chaotic world, lacking any kind of order, rhythm, or form. In one case the intuition of
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time would be lost; in the other that of space by simultaneous explosion of immediate
and amorphous sensations. Every view of the world is necessarily shaped from a
spatial-temporal location; it is a chronotopical view, as Bakhtin would say.

The category of space-time is not understood here as an ontological category but
a phenomenological one, a condition of the possibility for experience. (Berger and
Luckmann 1989, 39—46) Without it, it is not only impossible to conceive everyday
life as an orderly universe, but it could not even be conceived as a universe. Starting
from space-time, intersubjectivity becomes possible when temporal and spatial
dimensions are shared with others. Although the spatio-temporal intuition is obvious
as a condition for aesthesis, it is necessary to mention it because it is generally
overlooked in aesthetic theory. We perceive space-time with our sense organs, the
brain, the cerebellum, the basal ganglia, and the hippocampus that deal with the
succession of movement, time, and memory. Even visual perception is organically
segmented in different areas of the brain to distinguish shape, depth, volume, color.
(Edelman 1992, 105) In other words, space and time intuition is not purely mental,
nor totally conformed from birth, as implied by the Kantian transcendental view, but
depend on body and culture and are developed both from phylogenetic and ontogenetic
processes. Although spatio-temporal intuition is transformed by experience as Piaget
has shown by observing its development in children, it does not cease to be a priori,
since it may change its configuration but not its irrevocability in every perception.

Space constitutes the “here” of my body and is constituted by it, as time constitutes
and is constituted by the “now” of my conscience and the moment of perception or
sensation. Bodily space-time extend beyond the here to the near, far, and remote,
and beyond the now of the present to yesterday and tomorrow, from the present to
the absent.

Being an experience and not a theoretical abstraction, we are dealing with a
topological and concrete experiential space in opposition to abstract Euclidean
space. (cf. Saint-Martin 1992, 90-1) Time is thus less a fixed objective quantity
than a rhythmic sentient background for everyday activities and patterns of temporal
regularity with which we endow our everyday life with a sense of order. (Zerubavel
1985 Chapter 1) Subjective space may thus be infinitely vast, as when a mother
becomes inaccessible to the child despite being in the same room, or infinitely small,
when the infant feels suffocated by her overprotection. In short, contrary to Kant’s
ahistorical view, space-time intuition has been radically transformed in the twentieth
century by aerodynamics, as well as by scientific and technological breakthroughs
like nanotechnology and astronomy, shrinking our sense of time through obsessive
acceleration in our lives, and significantly expanding our concept of space. Yet they
remain a priori as inescapable conditions for any perception.

The body

With the enigmatic phrase “aesthetics is born as a discourse of the body” Eagleton
(1990, 13) begins his conceptual itinerary through aesthetic ideology. The centrality
of the body for aesthetics is a reality that Kant tried to evade, but that obsessively
reappeared along his Third Critique. For Dewey, on the other hand, in his radically
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anti-Kantian position, the body is always at the origin of any aesthetic experience.
Sense is the raw material of subjectivity, and exists not only in the so-called body
organs, but also as a mental sense, namely the emotional, relational, and sensorial
meaning. The body has come to the fore of philosophical thought, particularly with
feminism and biologically based studies. Lakoff and Johnson (1999) have extensively
argued how the mind, language, and philosophy are intrinsically embodied so that
spatial as well as temporal relations are understood in terms of corporeal schemes.

Berger and Luckmann (1986, 71) also point out that, as human beings, we not
only are a body that defines us, but also ave a body that we utilize. Human bodies
define senses as specifically human senses, and therefore their social and historical
character, as Marx pointed out. Human bodies have suffered transformations in
dimensions and proportions, in their resistance to diseases, in the range, specialization
and distinction of their senses, and in the partial atrophy of others (for example
olfactory sense), as well as in their motor and mental capacities, life span, and
territorial necessities.

From here it could be inferred that if we accept the specificity and morphology
of the body as a condition for the possibility of aesthetics, this would take us, by
extension, to the possibility of a feminine aesthetics in contrast to a masculine
aesthetics. We would also have aesthetics from the obese and from the emaciated
(as in anorexia), the heterosexual and homosexual, from scarcity to abundance, an
aesthetics of illness and of health, and from the lascivious to the puritan. We shall
consequently have to accept the fact that the diversity of bodies and their practices
will condition a diversity of aesthetic perspectives. There are different ways to
apprehend reality depending on the different ways of living the body.

Vital energy

Although the concept of “energy” in human sciences is still problematic and
sometimes used as synonymous of power, libido, will, impetus, force (work force
in economy and illocutionary force in speech act theory), it is a necessary concept
for the analysis of aesthetic phenomena because it underlies experience. The energy
of live beings is expressed as vitality, and can be vegetal, animal, and, in general,
biological. Our body, however, is only human: socially and historically human. By
vitality we must understand the drive or intentionality animating and encouraging us
qua live beings. Although there can be a non-conscious intentionality, all conscience
is always intentional, directed, and focused from its energy.

In the esthetic object, the object operates [...] to pull together energies that had been
separately occupied in dealing with many different things on different occasions, and
give them that particular rhythmic organization that we have called [...] clarification,
intensification, concentration. Energies that remain in a potential state with respect to one
another [...] evoke and reinforce one another directly for the sake of the experience that
results. (Dewey [1934] 1980, 176-7)

As the human being partakes in the global process of circulation and interchange of
energies in Dewey’s biological approach (Chapter VIII), I will use the concept of
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“energy” to designate vitality, vigor, impetus, having certain affinity with the idea of

“soul” in Plato, Aristotle’s “entelechy”, “archeus” in Paracelsus, “the will-to-live” in
Schopenhauer, and the “élan vital” in Bergson.

Cultural conventions

Cultural conventions are material and mental collective constructions that lend
stability and solidity to our life. Unstable and mortal creatures as we are, we depend
on culture and its conventions for our shelter and coexistence. (Arendt [1958] 1998,
136) The configurations culture can acquire are diverse, as attested by historical,
anthropological, and ethnographic research. Culture modifies the a priori of the body
and of space-time while these modify culture. As in space-time, culture does not
cease to be an a priori even if it undergoes historical transformation, as there is no
human group, remote or near, past or modern, that had not constituted culture. From
the most primitive hordes of hunter and gatherer nomads to contemporary hordes
that bunch up at beaches and urban stadiums, they all act according to their own
culture. Earliest evidence of culture as a priori is witnessed through cave paintings
since the Paleolithic age and even among primates, where certain agreements for
coexistence are established within each group. In this sense, if culture is perhaps not
exclusive of the human species, it is definitely inherent to it, as Robinson Crusoe
illustrates it. Every human group necessarily creates culture.

Through processes of habituation, cultural conventions provide the basic order,
direction, and stability for coexistence. (Berger and Luckmann 1986, 74) This
habituation is gradually institutionalized into shared and ever more complex versions
of reality. From conventions like language, use of space and body, as well as the
time-bound rhythm of activities through sacred and profane rituals, the individual
enters a reality constructed by and inherited from his ancestors as if it were natural
and everlasting. Berger and Luckmann illustrate the genesis of cultural conventions
in the processes of construction of reality through mechanisms like typification,
objectivation, sedimentation, internalization, identification, and legitimation up
to what they call “alternance” in critical moments, namely the permutation of one
system of conventions for another. Thus, I shall not inquire further into this theme,
and refer instead the reader to that text.

Space-time intuition, cultural conventions, corporeal, and energetic conditions
spill out into one another constituting sensibility. The condition of being human,
which is a bio-social condition, lies at the origin of the space-temporal, corporeal,
vital, and cultural a priori. Therefore, scientific knowledge and aesthetic awareness
have several things in common: a) intuition of space and time; b) perception from
cultural conventions or “interpretative communities” (matrixes of subjectivity in
case of aesthetics and logical-mathematical codes and paradigms in case of science);
c) sensation, the condition of which is the corporeal a priori of the subject in the
detection of matter (even with technological prosthesis in sciences like the telescope,
the microscope, X-rays and laser and so on); lastly d) vital impulse that propels us
toward aesthetic and cognitive activities.
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The structures to which intuition, sensation, perception, and impulse are
submitted in the scientific process are, obviously, not the same as in the aesthetic.
Logic and analysis regulate the operations for the production of concepts, in addition
to the systematic observation and recording of data, their verification and scientific
proof. The orders that condition the aesthetic do not produce concepts and are not
subjected to a systematic logical analysis, although they obey matrix structures that
regulate modes of enunciation and interpretation for the establishment of values
and categories as part of a common sense. In other words, while the conditions of
subjectivation of reality are similar in scientific activities as in aesthetic ones, they
differ radically in the mode of processing subjectivation and in their strategies of
objectivation.






Chapter 8

The Phenomenology of Aesthesis:
Aesthetic Latching-On and Latched-By

To define an aesthetic experience as “contemplation” already involves the more or
less unknowing metaphorical projection of a religious, mystical situation towards
aesthetics. By this theoretical tactic, a great part of society is automatically excluded
from recognizing this kind of experiences in their life. Is the aesthetic really
as extraordinary? Quite the contrary: the aesthetic is, in fact, the most common,
everyday and indispensable activity we perform throughout our life. The very first
impulse we have from the moment we are born is related to the aesthetic. I am
referring to the act of latching-on to the nipple and thriving from it. Instead of the
mystic “contemplation” that cancels the somatic condition of the subject, I will
metaphorically project to aesthetics’ theoretical domain this primordial archetype
of bonding between mother and child that starts at this corporeal experience of the
infant latching-on to the mother’s nipple. What makes this coupling possible is the
morphological affinity between the subject and the object. This morphological, and
thus formal, coupling between the mouth of a mammal and the mother’s nipple
permits adhesion. Precisely, as we shall see later, adhesion is the essential aesthetic
operation both at an individual and at a collective level.

The judgment of taste, for Kant (CJ § 8), demands adhesion of others for its
confirmation, but that adhesion is the result of a formal adherence of the subject to
the object of judgment as well as the social conformation of the subject to sensus
communis. In the act of latching-on, subjects are coupled to their objects by their
form in diverse registers of experience (visual, aural, corporeal, or verbal). If reality
can be understood as a semiosic intersubjective network that we share with others,
aesthetics is that cohesive structure that allows us to adhere to it, somewhat like the
sticky filaments of spider cobwebs for insects to adhere to.

From birth, this process begins in sensation (hunger), where perception is
generated (of the breast, the gradual recognition of the mother by smell, touch,
visual image). The baby eloquently expresses being latched-onto and absorbed by
the rhythm of sucking, pressing the breast with her little hands, immersing her face
in it, and moving her leg or arm out of sheer pleasure. From this primeval experience
of every human as a mammal, all our future aesthetic experiences take root.

Aesthetic latching-on sharpens one or several senses simultaneously: hearing is
tuned more than any other sense when we are captivated by music; sight is sharpened
when we are latched-onto a beautiful landscape or interesting object, smell becomes
more keen at a delightful aroma, taste at a delicious flavor, and touch at a soft,
silky texture. There is certain orality, metaphorically speaking, in aesthesis when we
nourish ourselves through the world.
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Latching-on is an act through which we extract the vigor to live, like the seed
that adheres and latches-on to the earth generating roots to absorb its nutrients and
thrive. Therefore, the notion of “disinterested delight” so common in aesthetic
theory, is denied by the concrete experience of the vehement appetite in aesthesis.
Let us imagine for a moment what our life would be like without any opportunity
for latching-on, without the possibility of being captivated by something: someone
we love, a landscape, a cup of coffee, an animal, music, religious beliefs, projects,
dreams, art, friends, and so on. This state of lack of latching-on or affective
deprivation characterizes the mentally ill who, even without enough firm soil to be
rooted and adhered to an intersubjective reality, still desperately extend roots for
adhering at least to the nebulous ideas of their fantasies. We are captivated by what
is affectionately significant, valued, and brimful of meaning.

Not only since we are born, but also when we wake up every morning, moment
by moment we seek objects for latching-on. We listen to the singing of the birds,
watch the hues of the sky at dawn, feel the freshness of the shower, smell the scent
of the soap, touch the clean clothes, savor the coffee, listen to some music, read the
newspaper, and so forth. By latching-onto one object or another we weave with
small pleasures our daily existence as the bee latches-onto one flower and another to
extract pollen. If our aesthetic appetite were to depend solely on artistic masterpieces,
we would starve and hardly survive the simple and sometimes difficult act of getting
up every morning.

In contrast to the term “engagement” proposed by Berleant and “attention”
by Dickie, both of which may be applied to extra-aesthetic situations losing their
specifically aesthetic import, the term “latching-on” implies fascination, seduction,
impetus, nutrition, and appetite, more closely related to the phenomenon that
interests us. Latching-on is also an alternative concept to “contemplation” criticized
by Dewey, and that has remained in mainstream aesthetics as the attitude or aesthetic
experience par excellence, including all its religious connotations erroneously
associated to a purely mental state. The prevalence of this notion of “contemplation”
is partly attributable to the disqualification by aesthetic theory of the everyday realm,
as the typical objection against an aesthetic of the everyday because it cannot figure
out what the hell could be worth contemplating in the plain and ordinary. Sanchez
Vazquez’s refusal to include the tragic in everyday aesthetics is due to this definition
of the aesthetic involving contemplation. Among the consequences of this obtrusive
notion are: a) the exaggerated weight granted to the visual, to the exclusion of the
other senses; b) overlooking the crucial role of the body for aesthetics; c) tacitly
denying that intellectual activity also participates in the aesthetic (contrary to its clear
indication in Kant’s formula CJ § 9 of “free play of imagination and understanding);
d) ignoring that aesthetics implies activity, making it seem purely receptive. Whereas
the term “contemplation” metaphorically projects a religious experience to the
aesthetic, that of “latching-on” projects it from a corporeal experience common not
only to all human beings but to mammals as well.

Accepting Weitz’s (1987, 1989) proposal when he advocated an aesthetic theory
of open and flexible concepts allows us to delineate the domain of the aesthetic as an
aperture to the world with the act of latching-on as its dynamic principle. Latching-
on is an activity, not an attitude (in contrast to Stolnitz’s “aesthetic attitude”) and
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extends along a spectrum of different ranges from a slight, pleasant drowsiness to a
passionate and voracious aesthetic appetite. It is imperative to secularize and embody
the concept of the aesthetic, even though its feasibility will have to be proven in
subsequent applications. Latching-on implies a rhythm in nature that Dewey ([1934]
1980, 162) emphasized by stating: “Only as these rhythms even if embodied in an
outer object that is itself a product of art, become a rhythm in experience itself are
they esthetic.” It is not random that the baby latching-on to the nipple performs an
eminently rhythmic activity.

On the opposite pole in the spectrum of the aesthetic is the contrary to latching-
on, namely the passivity of being latched-by. In this case the subject feels not
captivated but captured by the object in situations of intrusion. In latching-on there
is intentionality, impetus toward an object, Kant’s “free play between imagination
and understanding”, whereas in being latched-by there is aesthetic poisoning, loss
of capacity for “free play”, and the numbing or lesion of sensibility by aesthetic
violence. Latched-by is therefore equally relevant to aesthetic theory as a depletive
condition of sensibility.

Just as the subject is established for Althusser in two ways, namely as subject of
and as subject by (subject of subjectivation and subjected by), the aesthetic subject is
equally constituted in subject of latching-on and subjected in latched-by. Latching-
on is an opening, an act of amplitude, while aesthetic latched-by is enclosure and
narrowness of sensibility in its impotence. In one case the subject latches-on and
thrives; in the other it is held captive and depleted.

Aesthetic activity understood as latching-on, far from being disinterested, fulfills
itself to thrive and extract force for living. Subjects may be captivated by music
and feel energized or solaced, or by a novel to enrich themselves with the situations
narrated, but also by religion to feel sheltered within its world-view, by medicine
hoping to be cured, by a profession to satisfy a vocation of service or a necessity for
recognition. What we are looking for is vigor, not only pleasure.

Sensibility can have various degrees of fluidity. In this fluidity lies another
difference between latching-on and latched-by. Normally sensibility should flow
freely at each opportunity that presents itself, since joy is our natural disposition to
life. Aesthetic violence, however, blocks sensibility when it ceases to be a source
of joy causing only pain. Those who lead a privileged life of aesthetic nourishment
and stimuli in benevolent environments can maintain their sensibility open. On the
other hand, those who are continually exposed to aesthetic violence by inhabiting
sordid, noisy, malodorous spaces, or lead a stressful and aggressively competitive
life are latched-by and forced to block their sensibility to avoid suffering. Many
among us who must commute to work every day for hours in overcrowded cars of
the metro or lanes in a stuck “freeway” during rush hours to arrive at an unsatisfying
and stressful day’s work block our sensibility for sheer adaptation to this hostile
environment. Something similar, although much more intense, happens in political,
ethnic, economic, and religious conflicts where aesthetic violence is exerted against
others to offend, humiliate, or cause pain.

When sensibility is latched-by aesthetic sordidness, the subject seeks to unblock it.
Defensive numbness of the senses is a reaction of survival and resistance to aesthetic
latched-by. We could add the case of those who, in the face of an adverse reality,
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look for a strong discharge of alcohol or drugs aiming to latch-on to something by
chemical-neuronal hyperactivity yet end up /atched-by them. This intense need for
latching-on is indicative of the degree of contemporary sensitive blockage, since the
voracious consumption of violence in mass entertainment is not by mere chance.
The aesthetics for the masses organize ever more spectacular displays to unblock
sensibility by hyper stimulation, creating further numbness that increasingly needs
greater and greater impact to react.

Aesthetic latching-on is eros in intentionality or craving for life, impetus. Thus,
there are different forms of latching-on: not only by artistic contemplation when the
subject is entranced by the beauty he attributes to an object, but also in mass latching-
on that Parret (1993) calls “intercorporeality and euphony” occurring during political
gatherings in the streets or among fans of a showbiz celebrity and a sport team at
the stadium. Parret’s idealized “affective being together” in latching-on can easily
turn into a latched-by due to manipulation, resentment, radicalism, prejudice, and
guilt. It might be worth mentioning religious latching-on whose extreme is mystics’
ecstasy. Intense levels of latching-on can change into latched-by when they are no
longer voluntary, as in cases of political or religious fanaticism where the devotee
stops being nurtured by his faith to be devoured by it.

Latching-on also occurs towards knowledge through learning and research
when we passionately cling to a problem or puzzle until we solve it. In Socratic
wonder the philosopher latches-onto an enigma with the same appetite as the infant
to the nipple. This is why I have insisted that the difference between intellectual
and aesthetic activity does not warrant the compartmentalization effected by Kant,
since the process of learning imbricates intimately with aesthetic latching-on. All
institutions or social matrixes display aesthetic strategies destined to individual or
collective latching-on. Their goal is not only to obtain collective assent regarding
the feasibility and legitimacy of the realities proposed, but the adherence of subjects,
and therefore their acquiescence to constitute identities and realities in relation to
them.

We can propose the additional complementary concepts of unlatching-to as a
rupture of the condition of latching-onto, and the unlatched-by as liberation from
being latched-by.

Unlatched-to is a well-known situation that happens after having been fully
immersed in a project that finally crystallizes and we suddenly realize that our efforts
in that direction are no longer necessary. It is a feeling of momentary disorientation
until we find a new object for latching-on. The same happens when we lose by
death or rupture a beloved friend, lover, or member of the family. By contrast, when
we have been latched-by a consuming or suffocating relationship and we have the
strength to break up, we welcome the unlatching-by with a sigh of relief and a sense
of freedom and well-being. Note that both latching-onto and unlatching-by are
active, whereas latched-by and unlatched-on are passive.

We conclude that aesthesis is a condition of aperture to the world that generates
an act of latching-on or is undergone in being latched-by. This act of latching-on
nourishes the subject, whereas being latched-by weakens, confuses, and harms
him. It is certainly not enough for solving a problem to simply change the name of
“aesthetic experience” or “engagement” for “aesthetic latching-on”, since these are
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terms to be elucidated, not answers, and a purely nominal or semantic operation does
not solve anything. Still, the concept of latching-on as a metaphoric projection from

the primordial experience of suckling, does contribute a phenomenological basis to
outline the concept of aesthesis.






PART 3
TOWARDS PROSAICS

Prosaics and panaestheticism

We must face from the very beginning the almost automatic condemnation that
conservative aestheticians will thrust against the proposal here elaborated: the
allegation of panaestheticism. Such imputation would go more or less along the
following lines: if the concept of aesthetics is extended beyond art and beauty, then
everything would end up being aesthetic and, therefore, the object of study would
totally disperse. Indeed, when saying that everything is aesthetic, the aesthetic
ceases to be pertinent. This objection is absolutely compelling and indisputable.
Yet there is no such claim that everything is aesthetic for prosaics’ perspective. On
the contrary, the opposite assumption is the case: no thing is aesthetic, not even
artworks or beautiful things. The only aesthesis resides in the subjects, not in things.
The formulation of an aesthetics of everyday life elaborated here cannot be more
innocent of any charge of panaestheticism for the simple fact that when enunciating
that ““all the things are aesthetic” aesthetic objetualism is presupposed, a sin of which
prosaics must be acquitted.

Aesthesis is a condition of live beings. Moreover, it is not “a condition” but “the
condition” of life. To live implies aesthesis (which does not mean that everything in
life is aesthesis). By the same token, if the concept of “art” is applied to everything
(as the art of loving, the art of deceiving, of talking, of betting, or of drinking), then
it also loses relevance (in this latter case the term is simply used in a metaphorical
sense).

I owe to Jan Mukarovsky this precaution against the accusation of panaestheticism
(who assumes that any object and any action—whether the result of a natural process
or of human activity—can become vehicle for the aesthetic function).! In his effort to
extend the borders of aesthetic analysis, Mukarovsky quotes Guyau who proposes:
“To breathe deeply, to feel how our blood is purified in contact with the