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Preface



Aesthetic value makes the world worthwhile. This is because the entire world is aesthetically valuable, while it is fairly wretched in other respects. So without aesthetic value, we cannot properly value the world. And if we cannot value the world, our lives are immeasurably poorer.

With some historical precedent, we can call this view ‘Aestheticism’. Note that it is not to be confused with another view sometimes called Aestheticism which claims that the aesthetic value of an artwork is independent from its ethical value (better called ‘aesthetic autonomism’). The views are somewhat related. Both emphasize valuing things for their own sake, sometimes in the teeth of ethical disvalue. But Aestheticism is only partially concerned with artworks; it is more wholly concerned with the world.

Aestheticism should also not be confused with ‘positive aesthetics’. Positive aesthetics is the view that all pristine nature is aesthetically good. In so far as both views find aesthetic value in nature, positive aesthetics overlaps with Aestheticism. But Aestheticism is far broader. It is claiming that not just pristine nature, but everything is aesthetically valuable, even the polluted, artificial, and disgusting parts.

Thus Aestheticism is quite a strong view. I think that most people, when they understand what aesthetic value is, will acknowledge that it makes a significant contribution to their lives. Yet aesthetic value is hardly ever articulated in the comprehensive way I am aiming for here. I even think that the pursuit of aesthetic value can be a genuine philosophy of life on a par with philosophies such as Stoicism, Epicureanism, or Existentialism.

How do I hope to justify such a view? In an important sense, my strategy is pluralist. There is not just one aesthetic value, but many. In particular, I am not trying to claim that everything is beautiful. Beauty is a major aesthetic value, but if we try to pile too many things into this category, we end up with a thin concept about which very little of substance can be said. Instead, my strategy is to give rich accounts of as many aesthetic values as I can bear, wherever I think that some distinctive psychological receptivity can be identified. It is the sum total of these psychological resources that allows us to aesthetically value everything.

Thus the main body of this work is concerned with understanding the various aesthetic values. This will generally be a matter of analysing the psychological processes that allow us to experience them (i.e. they will be response-based analyses). These analyses are hopefully of independent interest and plausibility. However, the main significance they have for me is that they allow me to flesh out the aesthetic world view. By systematically investigating these different aesthetic values, the reader should gradually come to see how everything can be aesthetically appreciated.

The plan of the book is as follows: In the Introduction, I outline why we need to find value in the world, and why aesthetic value is the best candidate. Basically, when our lives are going badly, the value of the world offers solace and the grounds to rebuild. Meanwhile aesthetic value, unlike moral value, offers a definite positive value.

Chapter 1 then develops a foundational account of aesthetic value in general. I analyse aesthetic value as ‘objectified final value’. It’s not only that we can aesthetically value the world, but that we only really value the world in its own right by means of aesthetic value. I then underwrite this analysis with a key psychological claim; that aesthetic values are ‘distal versions’ of practical values (section 1.4). Moreover, the intensity of each aesthetic value rests on an ‘essential tension’ (section 1.5) where a psychological reward is balanced against a challenge. Finally, I argue that my characterization demands a realist, object-focused (rather than experience-focused) model of aesthetic value.

Chapters 2‒6 develop detailed accounts of what I take to be the most significant aesthetic values. In the Appendix, I offer brief accounts of some minor aesthetic values (plus erotic value, which is really a major aesthetic value but which I’m too prudish to write an entire chapter about). These accounts are designed to fit with the general characterization of aesthetic value offered in Chapter 1. In particular, I systematically apply the idea that aesthetic values are distal versions of practical values.

I start, in Chapter 2, with beauty. My main idea here is to link the value we take in beauty with our practical drive for knowledge. I develop this as an alternative to the contemporary ‘processing fluency’ account of aesthetic pleasure. I then consider the nature of ugliness. On the face of it, ugliness presents a significant problem for Aestheticism, for how can everything be aesthetically valuable if some of it is ugly? As an initial (but certainly not final) response, I appeal to the notion of ‘difficult beauty’.

In Chapter 3, I move onto the sublime, traditionally classed as the second major source of aesthetic value. Making sense of our appreciation of the sublime requires that we recognize our psychological capacity to empathize with objects. I argue that by means of our empathic engagements, we are enthralled by the power of sublime objects. In service of Aestheticism, the sublime gives us a way to become reconciled to hostile or indifferent nature.

In Chapter 4, I discuss dramatic value. Here the major issue, particularly when we focus on real life cases, is whether drama counts as an aesthetic value in its own right or is at best a conduit for other values. I argue that the value of drama is to be found in the excitement of stretching an agent’s capacities. Experiencing dramatic value, especially with respect to our own lives, is an important way to embrace struggle.

In Chapter 5, I examine the value of tragedy. Here is where I most directly address the problem of suffering, particularly the suffering of other people. I suggest that tragic works of art are attempts to tackle this very problem. While there are several things going on in these works, I argue that their key function is to make vivid the aesthetic value we take in other living beings: what I call sympathetic value.

In Chapter 6, I turn to comedy, often under-recognized as a major source of aesthetic value. I argue that comic value lies in the appreciation of ‘non-serious norm-violations’ and moreover that it has the power to reconcile us with our vulnerability. When all else fails, when our lives seem hopelessly insignificant, we at least have comic value.

Chapter 7, draws together the various sources of aesthetic value presented in earlier chapters and articulates how together they allow us to experience the entire world as aesthetically valuable. This chapter is intended as a consolidated defence of the core aestheticist position, and can be read relatively independently of the rest of the book. Various criticisms of Aestheticism that have come up over the course of the book are addressed. In addition to the intrinsic benefits of Aestheticism, I also note that it has practical benefits. Most of all, it motivates us to understand the world better. In this way, Aestheticism is an important stimulus to science and philosophy.

Chapter 8 is where I consider Aestheticism as a general approach to life. I argue that a dedicated aestheticist will be inspired to create works of art, and that the way an artist creatively responds to the value of the world is an ideal of living well. Though there are other such ideals, the artistic paradigm can apply to a variety of human activities, including the pursuit and expression of one’s understanding (as in philosophy). In the latter part of the chapter, I then argue that, in distilling aesthetic values, the artist has an important social role to play. Artworks help us to discern value ideals, and our capacity to discern values is a critical component of virtue.

Overall, this book defends Aestheticism as a robust sense of the value of the world and consequently as playing a necessary role in the good life. Moreover, while a basic sense of aesthetic value is necessary for a good life, a thoroughgoing dedication to aesthetic value can characterize some of the best lives. This is a significant conclusion. Aesthetic value is often regarded as the most useless of all values, and the dedication towards aesthetic value as practically a vice, resulting in the most useless, self-indulgent of all human beings. Yet there is a strong case to be made that a society dedicated to the pursuit of aesthetic value would be happier and more resilient than most.

Related to this, I must acknowledge that there is another motivation underlying this work: a desire to defend aesthetics. It is no secret that aesthetics has low status within the philosophical profession. Yet it is a great mistake to regard aesthetics as peripheral, particularly in value theory. No other study focuses so deeply on final value, and final value is the very heart of value itself. Indeed, Aestheticism allows us to articulate the final value of philosophy. So I believe that all philosophers have something to gain from engaging with these issues. It is perhaps the consequence of being made so conscious of the charge that aesthetics is useless, and so forced to defend its worth at every turn, that I now offer such a resolute defence of its importance.
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Introduction




0.1 The problem of evil


It does not take an unusually sensitive soul to notice that the world is full of suffering and strife. Every single day the newspapers show people maiming and killing each other. Little children die of cancer with clockwork regularity. Sometimes they are raped and murdered. Natural disasters wipe out thousands of innocents in seconds. Even where we avoid such calamities, life is full of humiliations. We hurt ourselves; we fall ill; we get into raging arguments about trivialities. We grind away at meaningless tasks imposed on us by indifferent paymasters. There is very little justice in this world.

I assume that the above is all very familiar and there is no need for me to go on about it. It is often taken to be a special problem for theism. How can we reconcile the existence of an all-knowing, all-powerful, all-loving God with such pervasive suffering? When this problem is pushed hard enough—when we emphasize that many cases of suffering lead to no greater good and are completely pointless—many people find it sufficient to undermine theism (Gleeson 2012 has an excellent, balanced discussion). But I want to emphasize that natural and moral evil is not just a problem for theists. It is one of those truly democratic problems that everyone can enjoy! Anyone can wonder what, if anything, makes this universe a good one when it contains so much suffering.1


Now for many of us, life is reasonably comfortable. We have little cause to trouble ourselves with deep questions about the value of the universe when we can absorb ourselves with our own satisfactions. But this attitude requires a studious ignorance of the horrors inflicted upon other people. It is also rather precarious. We imagine that our lives are secure; that disaster only happens to people who make bad choices, or who live in unfortunate lands far away. But of course, life has a way of going very wrong, very quickly. Indeed, I originally wrote these lines in 2019. After a year in which a pandemic has torn through the world’s population, the precarity of life is all the more plain to see. It was ever thus.

My impression is that a lot of people are seriously under-prepared, psychologically speaking, to deal with such challenges. It is hard to avoid such an impression when, according to the World Health Organization, around 800,000 people kill themselves every year (setting aside the slow suicides of alcoholism and drug addiction; WHO 2014). It seems that when we look for some kind of support, some solid sense of what makes it worthwhile to keep on struggling in the face of desperate hardship, we are frequently at a loss. Many of us turn to religion at this point. But many of us (more than ever these days) do not. So what can we appeal to instead? What can prevent us from falling into nihilism and despair?

This is the problem driving this book. It’s a big one. No doubt I will not be able to offer a comprehensive solution, but I aim to knock a big chunk out of it.

0.2 Pleasure


I take the following proposition to be foundational: Any account of what makes things worthwhile must appeal to something of positive final value. Something has final value if it is valued for its own sake, and not (merely) as a means towards something else. Final values must lie at the end of all our strivings if our strivings are not to be vain and futile.

People sometimes regard pleasure as the only thing that is valuable for its own sake. This is a mistake. It confuses final value with the intrinsic value of pleasure.2 The intrinsic value of pleasure is that special sensation which feels good independent of any context, or cause, or relation to anything else. But we value for their own sake all sorts of things beyond our feelings. In fact, final values are often very sensitive to the wider context. For instance, if we find final value in a birthday card, it may have little to do with the physical card and a lot to do with who sent it.

Indeed, sensitivity to context is part of pleasure’s nature. Pleasure is not merely a nice sensation. It has an important psychological function. This function is to line us up with whatever it is that is generating the pleasure, such that we maintain our relationship with it. This function is achieved in virtue of our taking pleasure in this or that thing or activity. That is, pleasure is an intentionally directed mental state. Another way to put this point is that pleasure is not itself a good that we acquire. Rather pleasure is part of the psychological activity of taking value from various objects, properties, or events (cf. Levinson 2016: 37; Chappell 2014: 175).3


Understanding the directed nature of pleasure is an important corrective to a simplistic hedonist notion that we should seek only to maximize the amount of pleasure we experience. The problem isn’t that maximizing pleasure is bad. The problem is that pursuing the pleasurable feeling risks confusing the valuing with the thing that is valued. Such a confusion may be behind the so-called ‘paradox of hedonism’, roughly the observation that the self-conscious drive to be happy can make a person unhappy (e.g. Mill 1873/1981; see Dietz 2019 for a contemporary formulation).

Yet even if pleasure is part of an intentional activity, there is clearly a neural mechanism that realizes an intrinsically pleasant state. This is demonstrated by our capacity to chemically stimulate feelings of pleasure. If this mechanism is triggered, we will feel pleasure, regardless of the state of our lives. So why not self-consciously stimulate this feeling, if we can do this with destroying our health? Why not cultivate a nice, moderate, heroin habit?

The reason we don’t, recognized by most adults, is that pleasure without justification is hollow. It offers temporary satisfaction, then disappears like a dream. The point here is not that the sensation of pleasure is too temporary. We can easily imagine more long-term ways to stimulate our pleasure mechanisms. The point is that we seek meaningful engagements with the world and with each other. The mere sensation of pleasure may certainly be welcome, but we hunger to find value in actual things.

I struggle to articulate the justification for this preference. One reasonably straightforward advantage of taking pleasure in external things is in knowing that the final value of external things can endure, and can be built upon, even while we are not currently taking pleasure in them. We can still intellectually judge the object of pleasure as a good thing. In the midst of suffering, this may be an important reconciling thought, helping to stave off despair.

But more than this, there is a kind of rightness, a sense of security or being-at-home-ness that comes from grasping the goodness of things around us. We are not self-sufficient creatures. We feel our contingency deep in our bones. We rely on being part of, or connecting to, or resting on something beyond ourselves. It is this which I think makes a merely intrinsic pleasure seem fragile or hollow.

Thus the hedonist should be properly oriented. An attitude oriented towards final value need not be self-consciously oriented towards the feelings of pleasure. We can be engaged with or attentive towards valuing things, without really being concerned with having pleasant experiences. We can say all this while maintaining that when we do finally value something, we will typically experience some variety of pleasure. We can say this even if negative feelings or emotions are involved in the process of coming to that final value. Overall, I think we should treat pleasure, in a broad sense, as the experience of final value.

0.3 Valuing the world


So far I have insisted that any account of what makes life worthwhile must appeal to something of final value. The hedonist recognizes the centrality of pleasure in experiencing final value, yet we are still left wondering what actual things these pleasures should be directed at.

Here we must also raise our original problem once again. Recall that the underlying problem of this book is to give a defence of the value of life that is compatible with the existence of pervasive suffering. Here I mean not just the suffering of others, but one’s own suffering. I want an account where one is able to have a sense of final value even where one’s life is going very badly indeed.

Note that the hedonist regards pain or suffering as unequivocally bad, or only justified in so far as it will instrumentally bring about greater pleasure in the long-run. Thus any hedonist undergoing suffering that cannot be construed as the means to greater pleasure is apt to totally condemn their existence.

This may seem an insurmountable problem for the hedonist. Indeed it is the reason that I cannot count myself as a hedonist in any straightforward sense. This is because I think we must recognize final values that do not rely narrowly upon one’s own well-being. Specifically, we should recognize the value of the wider world. This value can offer both a solace when life is harsh, and a ground upon which we can rebuild the value of our individual lives, if we can contribute in some way to the positive value of the world.

For much of life, the value of the world is a background upon which our personal projects operate. Sometimes we have only an implicit sense of this value. But, particularly when times are hard, it is important that we can feel its solid ground. The complement to this claim is that one’s sense of well-being can never be complete if one disvalues the wider world. If one is sensitive to the value of the world at all, this value must be satisfied. A grip on the value of the world is a necessary component of a fully good life.

The main reason for this necessity claim is that the value of personal projects is undermined if one disvalues the world in which these projects are embedded. Such a broad disvalue would always threaten to render one’s personal projects futile. For instance, we may see no point in raising a child if their life would merely perpetuate the disvalue of the world. Even a life filled with pleasures would be undermined if it occurred in a world of shit, and the lives of everyone around you were miserable and pointless. We can imagine a version of Nozick’s (1974) famous experience machine like this: Imagine that you are given the choice to enter a machine that will give you a lifetime of pleasurable experiences, but you also remain aware that the world outside the machine is entirely wretched (something like the situation depicted in Stanislaw Lem’s The Futurological Congress, 1974). I suppose some people might say to themselves, ‘well, at least there’s some pleasure in this case’. That is true, but the point is that one’s pleasures would be a hollow recompense.

Overall, the claims that (i) the value of the world remains when our lives are going badly and (ii) a sense of the world’s positive value is a component of well-being, are supposed to apply universally, or at least to all creatures capable of evaluating the world. These claims are fairly minimal, but less universal claims can be stronger. Specifically, many people’s lives are thoroughly concerned with the value of the world. Many of our personal projects are specifically aimed at making the world a better place or maintaining what value it has. Naturally in such cases, the value of the world plays a much larger role in well-being.

0.4 The grand moral mission


When we start thinking about the value of the world, we often turn to moral value. Perhaps the moral value of humanity or the world is something we can devote ourselves towards. Of course, our original problem also pointed out that there is a great deal about our world that is morally bad. Yet perhaps there is still cause for optimism.

If we look back at history, we see that comparatively speaking, the life prospects of the average citizen have significantly improved. News reports tend to fixate on crime and disaster, and this can prevent us from appreciating how far we have come. Billions of people now have reasonable nutrition, antibiotics, welfare support, and most states are secure from foreign aggression. If we look at the state of the world just a hundred years ago, it is obvious that even given the latest pandemic, the average citizen is more healthy and more secure than ever before. This historical narrative can support a kind of heroic attitude. We are on a grand moral mission. Our aim is to make this a good and just world, free from avoidable suffering. Probably we will not fully achieve this in our lifetimes, but we can at least make steady progress.

A rather large fly in the ointment is that the future of our species currently looks ominous. Centuries of unchecked growth has brought us to the brink of environmental collapse, and the prospect that within decades, hundreds of millions, if not billions, of people will face desperate migration or death. Meanwhile powerful elites either can’t or won’t do anything serious about it. The situation is especially difficult because on the one hand true disaster is not imminent, yet prevention demands immediate action. It is hard to summon the political will to change the everyday behaviour of billions of people when the danger is not clear and present.

Nevertheless, the grand moral mission need not be deterred. Who knows what may be achieved in the coming years? We should think of global heating as the great challenge of our generation. We should double down our efforts even more passionately. Indeed, where the ‘moral community’ often seems like a philosophical idealization, the climate crisis may be the first issue that genuinely connects every living being on this planet. Thus we have a reason to get up every morning, and to affirm the value of our lives.

I don’t want to undermine the grand moral mission. We must ameliorate or prevent suffering wherever we can. I’m just not very optimistic that suffering can be fundamentally ‘solved’. For one thing, when it comes to historical progress, while the average level of well-being may have risen, our growing population may still mean that the sheer quantity of suffering is as great as it ever was. It seems that Dickens’ famous line ‘it was the best of times, it was the worst of times’ is perennially true. That is, as our population numbers increase and our technologies improve, what we see are ever greater amounts of both suffering and delight.

Still, the correct reading of historical development is hard to settle. For the sake of the argument, let’s assume that it is indeed feasible to make this world radically free of avoidable suffering. Will we have then solved the problem driving this book? Again, I think not.

First, moral progress will not make the deep existential problems go away. Let us not forget that even were we to miraculously achieve social harmony, develop a sustainable relationship with nature, and lead lives largely free of sickness and pain, humans are still mortal. Every single person still must contend with their own death and the grief of losing others. The fevered dreams of believers in a ‘technological singularity’ notwithstanding, there is no realistic prospect of eliminating human mortality (see e.g. Olson 2019).

Moreover, without a God to organize creation around us, the universe appears utterly indifferent to our existence. Max Weber declared that, with the loss of religion, we find ourselves in a ‘disenchanted’ world (Weber 1917/2004: 155; cf. Landy & Saler 2009). I’m not particularly concerned about the loss of magic. I’m more concerned that when we try to get a sense of how we are placed within nature as a whole, our insignificance can weigh upon us heavily. The universe is incomprehensibly vast, mostly empty, and there’s no apparent reason it exists. What on earth is it all for?

In addition, even if we achieve utopia, we may continue to condemn the past. There is an interesting passage in Olaf Stapledon’s brilliant novel Last and First Men where he imagines a future human species, millions of years from now, that has achieved a virtually perfect society. Unfortunately, this species is oppressed by the knowledge that past generations, indeed the majority of living beings across history, have lived lives of appalling suffering (Stapledon 1930/2004: 220‒2). There is nothing the future humans can do about it. No matter how well they live, that past suffering cannot be redeemed. It is not of course that they don’t consider their current lives worth living. It is that they cannot fairly regard the universe as a good universe when it contains such an ineradicable stain upon its character.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it is not clear that the grand moral mission by itself provides a sense of positive final value. The elimination of suffering or injustice may only get rid of something that is finally disvalued. Imagine the people in that future moral utopia; what are they actually living for? I suppose they might live for each other. But what are all those lives celebrating? Simple moral cooperation still needs something positive to aim towards. And if we start admiring the mere orderliness of the moral society for its own sake, we are raising the sorts of aesthetic considerations I identify below (see section 1.3 for more on this).

What we need is a grip on the positive value of the universe. In fact, if we have this, we may well be prepared to accept a degree of suffering, should it prove necessary to what is truly good. It is also important to realize that we cannot defer what is finally valuable to some future state of affairs. There is no grand finale to existence (or the universe), and even if there was, I doubt it would be valuable if the process that led up to it was not also valuable for its own sake. The same goes for an individual’s life. If we cannot find at least some value in the here and now, we are unlikely to find it at the end of our lives either.

0.5 The aesthetic response


So far I have suggested that when our lives go badly, we can turn towards the positive final value of the world. I have then rejected moral value as a suitable source of positive value. But there is another major, actually all-encompassing source of final value that does not rely on how well one’s life is going. This is aesthetic value.

One of the most powerful demonstrations of this feature of aesthetic value comes from psychiatrist Viktor Frankl’s account of his life in the Auschwitz concentration camp during the holocaust.

One evening, when we were already resting on the floor of our hut, dead tired, soup bowls in hand, a fellow prisoner rushed in and asked us to run out to the assembly grounds and see the wonderful sunset. Standing outside we saw sinister clouds glowing in the west and the whole sky alive with clouds of ever-changing shapes and colors, from steel blue to blood red. The desolate grey mud huts provided a sharp contrast, while the puddles on the muddy ground reflected the glowing sky. Then, after minutes of moving silence, one prisoner said to another, ‘How beautiful the world could be!’. (Frankl 1984: 51; emphasis in original)

Frankl details several similar cases in the book. What he shows with these examples is that even in the most desperate of circumstances, subject to utter brutality, living in starvation, sick with typhus and enslaved, we are able to draw value from the world. He also says that those prisoners able to sustain a rich intellectual life were often the most resilient.

Frankl’s observation about aesthetic value has been echoed in certain defences against the problem of evil. For instance Barry Whitney (1994) claims that,

[N]o matter how bleak, limited, or disadvantaged our circumstances may be at particular moments, there is always an opportunity to experience at least some aesthetic value…All creatures, in sum, have the opportunity to actualize possibilities which bring about the most appropriate experiences, the best possible aesthetic experiences at each moment, experiences which can render life meaningful, despite the circumstances in which we may find ourselves from time to time. (1994: 24)

Now I am hardly claiming that a beautiful sunset makes everything O.K. In particular, merely aesthetically appreciating something need not provide the individual with the kind of personal meaning or purpose that Frankl credits with helping him to survive the war. As I will detail in Chapter 1, aesthetic value is not personal. So aesthetic value will not automatically entail that you, in particular, are needed to sustain the thing that is valued. But the crucial benefit of aesthetic value is that it allows us to see the world as a good thing. As a result, simply being part of the world has some positive value.

In section 0.4, I also mentioned that for some people, engaging with the value of the world plays a major role in their well-being. In Chapter 8 of this book, I will outline a model of the good life centred on being responsive to aesthetic value. My paradigm case is the artist, but the model applies more widely than may be realized.

Overall, I reiterate my central claim: Aesthetic value makes the world worthwhile. I believe this proposition encapsulates the special contribution of aesthetic value, distinct from moral value and self-oriented prudential value. I believe this offers at least a partial response to the problem of evil, for theist and atheist alike. This book is devoted to fully fleshing out what the sense of aesthetic value amounts to.
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1 Cf. Nagasawa (2018) who argues that theists and atheists alike must contend with the systemic evil of biological life and natural selection: ‘Why should we think that the world is overall good and that we should be happy and grateful to be alive in it if our existence depends fundamentally on a violent, cruel and unfair biological system which guarantees pain and suffering for uncountably many sentient animals?’.

2 See Lopes (2018) for a helpful discussion of the difference between intrinsic value (valuable apart from any relationships or context) and final value (valuable for its own sake). I agree with Lopes when he claims that ‘the final value of most pleasures is extrinsic’ (2018: 56).

3 For a full account of the psychology of pleasure, including its simultaneously evaluative and motivational components, see my (2018: ch.2).







1

Aesthetic Value




1.1 Practical value


This book will present a variety of aesthetic values. Each of these values allows us to appreciate some aspect of the world such that, ultimately, everything can be aesthetically appreciated. To lay a foundation for this project, my aim in this chapter is to offer an original general account of aesthetic value. I will identify a broad psychological phenomenon—a way in which humans (and perhaps other animals) value things—which then finds more specific determinations in values such as beauty, sublimity, and comedy.

Like all important concepts, the definition of aesthetic value is contested. But accounts typically converge on a distinction between aesthetic value and practical value. Practical values are the kind we appreciate when we feel pride and joy at our own accomplishments, our rich estates, or our flourishing children. They are essentially concerned with the success of our projects to enhance our personal status or the status of those with whom we are personally affiliated such as friends and family. They also include basic drives such as avoiding physical harm and sickness, satisfying hunger, and having sex. As such, the practical values are fundamental to animal biology. Indeed, the protection of practical concerns is the most likely driver behind the evolutionary selection of our capacities for pleasure and emotion.

It can be hard to see what is left over when practical value is so broad and so central to life; when it includes both narrowly egocentric and socially oriented concerns. However, enjoying a beautiful sunset, thrilling to a lightning storm, or admiring the sleek perfection of a cat does not seem to depend on whether it makes one richer, smarter, more popular, or helps one to survive one single minute longer. So it looks like there is space for a different sort of value.

At the same time, by relying on a distinction from practical values, aesthetic values can appear useless and divorced from the concerns of everyday life. Similarly from a theoretical point of view, we may not think aesthetic value has much significance for our understanding of value more generally. Yet neither of these conclusions would be justified, as I hope to show. Although aesthetic values are not practical values, they play an important role in our broader valuing activities.

1.2 Disinterestedness


The most influential, and still most frequently discussed, theory of aesthetic value is offered by Immanuel Kant in The Critique of Judgement (1790/2007). Kant has an elegant way to pick out the range of the aesthetic values in contrast to other values. This is his famous idea that objects of aesthetic value arouse a ‘disinterested pleasure’, defined as a pleasure where ‘one must not be in the least prepossessed in favour of the existence of the thing’ (1790/2007: §2). Note that Kant’s notion of disinterest is not meant to imply broad indifference towards the object. Rather we grasp Kant’s criterion when we recognize that pride in one’s accomplishments, or satisfying hunger, rely on these events actually occurring or really existing. In contrast a sunset can be beautiful even if it is imaginary, or only depicted in a film.

It is also helpful to see how Kant’s criterion can distinguish the value of sport from aesthetic value. When I am delighted by a football game is it because the team I supported won or simply because I am fascinated by the drama of the competition? Again I can ask myself whether I would feel the same delight if the football game was fictional. To the extent that my delight depends on the real score-line, it is not aesthetic. To the extent that it would be just as exciting in a fictional depiction, it is aesthetic (see Mumford 2012 for a more in-depth discussion of this issue).

Kant’s criterion for aesthetic value seems to have pretty good extensional adequacy; it manages to distinguish most of our intuitive cases of aesthetic value from non-aesthetic cases. However, it has definite flaws. To give an example, I think it is fair to say that part of aesthetically appreciating a lightning storm involves the awareness that it is really happening. At least, there is a difference between appreciating a lightning storm in a film and appreciating it happening outside your house, and it’s not clear that this difference isn’t aesthetically relevant. It is also uncertain whether disinterestedness can make sense of our aesthetic appreciation of things like mathematical equations (such as Euler’s identity) which involve a strong sense that the equation reveals an elegant, necessary truth which thereby cannot fail to be actual.

A perhaps more important problem with Kant’s criterion is that it doesn’t really help us to make sense of why we have aesthetic value. When aesthetic value is tagged as disinterested, it is hard not to dismiss it as satisfied by aimless fantasies. In a similar vein, Alexander Nehamas (2007) criticizes the way that disinterested pleasure is detached from the object’s consequences for ourselves or others. It is a pleasure ‘bereft of desire’ (2007: 3). Even if such a pleasure exists, it seems to be isolated from the rest of our lives.

Nehamas notes that the term ‘aesthetic’ only appeared in the 18th century. He describes how the concept came to supplant an older tradition, traced back to Plato’s Symposium, which focused on beauty. The sense of beauty was understood to involve a strong desire (initially a sexual desire) to possess the beloved. Here then, we have a value that is fully embedded in the business of life.

Since Nehamas is focused on beauty and not aesthetic value, it is not straightforward to evaluate his approach as a competitor to Kant’s. However, since I regard beauty as a major aesthetic value, any characterization of beauty had better be consistent with the general characterization of aesthetic value. The practical desire-focused nature of Nehamas’s theory of beauty certainly conflicts with the claim that aesthetic value is disinterested.

Nehamas’s central claim is to identify beauty with love. That is, to love something is to find it beautiful and to find it beautiful is to love it. In this way, Nehamas emphasizes the strong motivational component of beauty; we want to get to know it better, for it to be part of our lives and to contribute to our well-being (e.g. 2007: 53). Moreover, this is a process by which we are open to being changed by the beautiful object as we engage with it over time. It is a deeply personal project. Along similar lines, Nick Riggle (2016) has argued that disinterestedness fails to capture the way that objects of beauty can become personally important to us, even revelatory of a ‘self-ideal’; a sense of how we would like to be.

It is clear that we are highly motivated to engage with beautiful objects and objects of other aesthetic value. I also agree that we can be inspired by the aesthetic values we discern and I will devote Chapter 8 of this book to describing this process. However, I don’t think it is helpful to describe either beauty or aesthetic value more generally using the concept of love. The relationship we seek in love is essentially one of mutual reciprocation. As much as I desire my beloved, I want them to desire me; to seek in me the source of their well-being. It simply makes no sense to have this desire for landscapes, or artworks, or the starry sky (cf. Gaut 2010: 199‒200).

I can also aesthetically appreciate things that are entirely transient and for which I have no expectation of continued engagement. I enjoy a particular sunset while it lasts without any regret when night falls, or the dance-like crisscrossing of a moving crowd of people that vanishes a moment later. Or turning to other aesthetic values, I can find something hilarious and then never think about it again, or appreciate a dramatic event and even be glad that it’s over. I may typically prefer to have continued access to the objects of aesthetic appreciation, but the desire for a deep and sustained engagement is not necessary in the way that it seems necessary for love (cf. Budd 2011: 81 ft.2).

The point I insist upon is I that can aesthetically value something despite it not serving me. It is enough that I get pleasure from the thing. In this respect, I align with Kant. Nevertheless, I believe Nehamas and Riggle are right to discern the pull of attraction when we admire objects for their beauty (or sublimity, or comedy, etc.) and also to emphasize the continuity of this attraction with the rest of our lives. My account of aesthetic value will attempt to navigate these two sorts of constraints.

1.3 Objectified final value


Closely related to the notion of disinterested pleasure is that of the aesthetic attitude. Rather than specifying a special kind of pleasure, some philosophers have proposed that aesthetic value is just the value we find in things when taking a distinct sort of attitude (e.g. Bullough 1912; Stolnitz 1960). As Stolnitz puts it, the basic idea of this attitude is to attend to objects on their own terms, being receptive to an object’s various properties, rather than only those that are relevant to our practical purposes.1


An attractive feature of the aesthetic attitude is that it foregrounds the activity of engagement rather than any special objects or properties. To engage with something in a way that draws final value from it is the point of aesthetic appreciation.2 Moreover, the aesthetic attitude captures how the world can be opened up for us in a new way. Almost anything, potentially, may be the object of aesthetic appreciation, if we engage with it in the right sort of way. This is a driving force behind theories of everyday aesthetics (e.g. Saito 2007, 2017; Scruton 2007; Irvin 2008). Many of the same objects can be regarded either aesthetically or practically.

I am particularly interested in the aesthetic attitude because it allows us to treat value as a verb: as valuing, rather than some property we identify in an object. When I value something, I engage with it, I take intentionally directed pleasure in it, or I act in a nurturing manner towards it. It seems to me that this is a clear and metaphysically straightforward way to talk about value. As such, the view I’m going to offer here might be described as an aesthetic attitude theory, though as far as I’m concerned, it is equally well described as a theory of aesthetic value, because I regard value as a verb and not a property. I may sometimes speak of ‘the object’s value’, or of ‘taking value’ from an object, but only to avoid overly convoluted sentences. All instances of value-property talk in this book should ultimately be translated into talk of valuing activity towards certain properties, or the way that certain properties afford our valuing activities.

So what is the valuing activity that is specific to aesthetic value? In contrast to both Kant and Nehamas, I propose that aesthetic value is a way to value something in an objectified manner. To explain: The essential contrast between practical values and aesthetic values is that the target of a practical value always includes a reference to myself or my affiliates from a first-person perspective, whereas the object of aesthetic value does not; the value activity focuses only on the object. In other words, I experience the object of practical value as good for me, or good for us, whereas I experience the object of aesthetic value as just good in its own right.

Note that aesthetic value here is a final value; we value the object for its own sake. But note also that its value can be either intrinsic or extrinsic. That is, we can value the aesthetic object either purely in terms of its own qualities or also in terms of its extrinsic relationships, for instance to the processes that produced it, or how it is placed within a larger picture. Such contextual considerations might even include how a person produced the object (cf. my discussion of the value of art in section 8.7). What is essential is that valuing in an aesthetic manner does not require a sense that the object is good for me; it is not serving the practical ends of the person doing the valuing.

There are other views that are roughly similar to this. It is quite close to the way that Robert Stecker (2019: ch.2) says we value something for its own sake (cf. also Levinson 1996: 6). However I do not endorse Stecker’s idea that we value the experience of the object rather than the object itself, as I shall detail in section 1.6. Another comparable theory is offered by Richard Westerman (2018), who proposes an aesthetic attitude theory according to which we attend to an object’s properties in relation to each other, rather than in relation to any external purpose. Westerman claims that we value aesthetic objects as ‘internally-coherent semantic wholes’ though this can include properties that go beyond the immediate object, such as things it represents, or the wider time period in which it was created. The point is ‘detaching our consideration of these objects from their relation to our own lives’ (2018: 300).

Although Westerman shares my basic approach, I do not fully endorse his formulation. According to Westerman, aesthetic attention involves a holistic sense of how an object’s parts relate to each other. Although I agree that this is very common in aesthetic appreciation, it is not necessary. It seems quite possible to aesthetically appreciate a simple quality without worrying too much about the whole object or context of which it is part. More generally I am not describing a style of attention (contra Dickie 1964; Kemp 1999) so much as the way we focus on certain reasons for value to the exclusion of others.

A handy way to test whether I am valuing something in an objectified way is to consider whether individuals unrelated to me could value it for the exact same reasons, and to the exact same degree of intensity that I do. So for example, when I offer reasons to value the sunset, I will typically point to inherent properties of the object. Sometimes properties may be perspective-relative in a thin sense, such as how a certain form is apparent from a certain orientation. But they will not include factors that refer to myself in a self-indexical manner.

For instance, my aesthetic reasons for valuing a novel should not be ‘because it allows me to show off how clever I am for reading it’. They are also not reasons of the kind where people value artworks saying ‘this really helps me to make sense of my childhood experience’, or ‘this puts into words something I have often felt before’. I don’t deny that people can sometimes value artworks for these latter sorts of reasons. But these are not the reasons of aesthetic value. They seem to be instrumental to the viewer’s personal concerns. Alternatively, such appraisals commend the artist (for their skill, insight, or compassion). In that case, so long as the audience is not the object of value, the artist along with their work may be an appropriate target of aesthetic value.

Note that there can be cases where one aesthetically values oneself, and so the reasons for value refer to the person one is, and sometimes one’s purposes. However, this can be done in an objectified way. For example, if a novel is about my specific childhood, then it would be legitimate to aesthetically value how well it makes sense of my childhood, but again only so long as someone else reading that novel could equally value its insightful characteristics. That is, we remove the self-indexical manner of appreciating the object as ‘good for me’. Another sort of case is where we laugh at ourselves. Again there is a sense in which my purposes are implicated in the thing that I’m valuing here, but only in a way that others could equally enjoy. Laughing at myself requires that I view myself in an objectified manner. I am not in the grip, or seeing things through the prism, of my practical purposes when I am valuing myself in an aesthetic manner.

The idea that aesthetic value does not rely on one’s personal relationship with the object would not have been alien to Kant. An important part of Kant’s psychology of beauty is his notion of the sensus communis (common sense). This is his idea that the pleasure one takes in beautiful objects is only reliant on features of cognitive processing that every human possesses. Kant believes that our implicit awareness of this psychological grounding explains why we expect other people to agree with our aesthetic judgements, despite the subjectivity of pleasures.

While there are some attractions to Kant’s account, the psychological grounds he supposes for the pleasure in beauty are too basic. Kant thinks that the ideal of beauty requires no concept of what the object is. Universality demands that appreciation be purely a matter of the way the form of the object fits one’s cognitive machinery. Yet common observation reveals that knowledge of the object, or a degree of expertise in one’s appreciative practice, routinely makes a significant difference to one’s experience of aesthetic value. Moreover, as I will detail in Chapter 2, our sense of beauty is plausibly connected with our drive for knowledge. For now, I want to emphasize that variable knowledge and sensitivity play a role in aesthetic appreciation. The objectified character of aesthetic value entails that other people could value the thing for the same reasons that I do; not that they necessarily do so.

So there is a definite limitation to my test for aesthetic value. Other people can value the object for the same reasons as me only if they possess similar background capacities for appreciation. The reasons to value the sunset (or the symphony) are not available to people who lack the requisite perceptual or intellectual faculties, or who lack some relevant background knowledge. By describing aesthetic value as objectified, it’s not my intention to construe it as radically mind- or observation-independent. Again, I treat value as a verb rather than an objectively existing property (although the things we value can be objectively existing properties). My point is just that other people don’t need to be allied with me in order to aesthetically value what I aesthetically value.

Having now characterized objectified value, the reader may wonder if my account fails to exclude moral value. Isn’t moral value also a kind of objectified final value, at least, according to some philosophers? That is, isn’t moral value supposed to be something that everyone has the same reasons to endorse? Now, I doubt whether morality is an object of final value. Morality seems to have more to do with distributing the things we finally value (like health or security) than something we value for its own sake (cf. Arpaly 2002).
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