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IMPERFECTIONIST AESTHETICS IN ART AND EVERYDAY LIFE

This book presents interdisciplinary research on the aesthetics of perfection and imperfection. Broadening this growing field, it connects the aesthetics of imperfection with issues in areas including philosophy, music, literature, urban environment, architecture, art theory, and cultural studies.

The contributors to this volume argue that imperfection has value in being open and inclusive. The aesthetics of imperfection is typified by organic, unpolished production and the avoidance of perfect finish, instead representing living and natural change, and opposing the consumerist concern with the flawless and pristine. The chapters are divided into seven thematic sections. After the first section, on imperfection across the arts and culture, the next three parts are on imperfection in the arts of music, visual and theatrical arts, and literature. The second half of this book then moves to categories in everyday life and branches this further into body, self, and the person, and urban environments. Together, the chapters promote a positive ethos of imperfection that furthers individual and social engagement and supports creativity over mere passivity.

Imperfectionist Aesthetics in Art and Everyday Life will appeal to a broad range of scholars and advanced students working in philosophical aesthetics, literature, music, urban environment, architecture, art theory, and cultural studies.

Peter Cheyne is Associate Professor in British Literature and Culture, Shimane University, Japan, and Visiting Fellow in the Department of Philosophy, University of Durham, UK. He is the author of Coleridge’s Contemplative Philosophy (2020). Additionally, he is the editor of Coleridge and Contemplation (2017) and co-editor, with Andy Hamilton and Max Paddison, of The Philosophy of Rhythm: Aesthetics, Music, Poetics (2020).
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PREFACE

This project began in April 2017 with an international symposium at the University of Tokyo on ‘The Aesthetics of Perfection and Imperfection’, with keynote presentations from Yuriko Saito and Andy Hamilton. In the following year, Imperfectionist Aesthetics was made the theme of the international conference of the 2018 Japanese Society for Aesthetics annual conference, welcoming new project members, such as philosopher Christopher Hamilton and literary theorist Gregory Dunne, while continuing members developed their work. A third conference, at Kansai University, Osaka, February 2020, broadened the scope of the project in social and political directions, with new members including aestheticist Gordon Graham, literary theorist Thomas Docherty, and professor of architecture Rumiko Handa. As the ensuing book took shape, another group of contributors, including philosophers Sherri Irvin and Glenn Parsons, art historian Karen Lang, and music writer Ted Gioia, helped broaden the scope of the collection.

Developing this project along three conferences has allowed some lacunae to be filled, and this book presents a broadened field of the aesthetics of imperfection beyond the aesthetics of music (Gioia, The Imperfect Art), the aesthetics of music and the arts (Hamilton and Pearson, eds, Aesthetics of Imperfection in Music and the Arts), or of the everyday (Saito, Everyday Aesthetics and Aesthetics of the Familiar) into politics, literature, art history, architecture, and cultural studies. Those groundbreaking works provide the basis for the present volume and it is fortunate for the project that these authors contribute to it.

This book is not anti-perfectionist; rather, it champions balance regarding the merits of both perfectionism and imperfectionism concerning the inevitable differences between productive intention and realization, between pursuing ideals and reality. Of all endeavours, a peer-reviewed, edited academic book is likely to show perfectionist characteristics and to benefit from a sustained concern with accuracy and precision. Aware of this, the irony is not lost on the editor and authors of this volume on imperfectionist aesthetics that, as academic writing and publication, the production of this work has been in many respects a perfectionist endeavour. Yet just as, say, Shakespearean criticism is not and should not be contrived in iambic pentameter, a book of critical investigation that attempts philosophical and cultural understanding is not expected to adopt the styles of its subjects. Even in, or rather, especially in academic works, overwrought texts are not just a possibility but a pervasive reality. Accordingly, illustrative, analytic, and theoretical attention to the merits and demerits of imperfectionism is as valid in the seminar room and study as it is in the workshop and atelier.

* * *

I wish to acknowledge the invaluable efforts of many colleagues in this project, not only the patient and industrious volume authors, but also John O’Dea at the University of Tokyo for helping, with Kaz Oishi and myself, to organize the initial symposium; Chelsey Wong for helping, with Jim Kirwan, to organize and administer the symposium at Kansai University; Tadashi Hirakawa and Yasuhiro ‘Fuji’ Fujioka for fascinating lectures on, respectively, the revival of the Bizen-yaki earthen kiln process and on the musical uniqueness of John Coltrane; to Eriko Yamaguchi for an excellent lecture, later developed as an article for Contemporary Aesthetics, on the walk works of self-acknowledged imperfectionist Richard Long; to David E. Cooper for helpful correspondence in thinking through imperfectionist issues; to the anonymous reviewers at Routledge and the production team there; and to the Japan Society for the Promotion of Science for their support through grant number 19K00143.

Peter Cheyne

Matsue, Japan

October 2022





1 IMPERFECTIONIST AESTHETICS, BROADENING THE FIELD AND CLARIFYING THE DEFINITION
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Abstract

This chapter introduces the main areas of of imperfectionist aesthetics as it branches out in the essays in this book. I discuss the scope of imperfectionist aesthetics beyond current studies by touching on various examples such as castle restoration, altars, kintsugi repair, literary descriptions, rural kitchen tables, and in more detail, the fragment (in Section 2) attending to Ludwig Wittgenstein and related authors. I also comment on the social importance of imperfectionist aesthetics, which is a central concern of this book and a corrective to what one might see as the perversions of perfectionism. The literary or philosophical fragment is paid closer attention here as I analyse how, paradoxically, the fragment can suggest completeness, by intimating ongoingness, more ably than can perfectionist attempts. Finally, in Section 5, I demonstrate the important distinction between evaluative and descriptive imperfection (and perfection) and show how the argument that imperfectionism is self-defeating rests on an equivocation and is therefore invalid by not differentiating these two senses of the terms.


[I]mperfection is in some sort essential to all that we know of life. It is the sign of life in a mortal body, that is to say, of a state of progress and change. Nothing that lives is, or can be, ridgidly perfect; part of it is decaying, part nascent. The foxglove blossom—a third part bud, a third part past, a third part in full bloom—is a type of the life of this world. And in all things that live there are certain irregularities and deficiencies which are not only signs of life, but sources of beauty. All admit irregularity as they imply change; and to banish imperfection is to destroy expression, to check exertion, to paralyse vitality.

John Ruskin, The Stones of Venice (1851–3)





1. Inviting Contingency

In imperfectionist aesthetics, artists and artisans value openness to contingency as the raw and the unpredictable within the work. Whether by choice or compelled by the irreversible nature of the genre (e.g. live improvisation; ink wash painting), imperfectionism prioritizes flow over correction. Imperfectionists invite the natural, the contingent, and the not entirely controllable rather than strive to eradicate divergence. This also holds for everyday aesthetics, which promotes the dignity of life in balancing the unpredictability of natural and social contingencies with the comforts and conveniences of domestic order.

Like Omar Khayyam’s ‘Moving Finger’, the imperfectionist ‘writes; and, having writ, moves on’, never ‘[lured] back to cancel half a line’ or ‘wash out a word’ (Rubaiyyat, stanza 70). Reluctant or unable to return to make a correction, the imperfectionist might play the so-called ‘wrong notes’ or paint brush strokes imprecisely, but they are left as organic marks of aliveness or are harmonized by what follows. Besides discussing the artistic motivations for imperfectionism, the current volume broadens the field into everyday aesthetics, including aesthetics of the body, self, and social life, and urban aesthetics.

A complex of deeply rooted humane concerns motivates and inspires imperfectionist aesthetics in art and everyday life, and these, following the inquiries into art in the first half of this book, lie behind the domestic, urban, and socioeconomic situations that have been researched for this volume. Who has not, for instance, visited a home that is just too polite, too perfectly arranged? Such houses are impressive, yet they also unwittingly make guests feel uncomfortable, anxious about where to place themselves (e.g. Hesse, Glass Bead Game, Chapter 10, quoted in Di Summa, ‘Collecting What?’, Chapter 19, this book, 265–6). As Yuriko Saito observes, ‘There is something almost inhuman and repugnant about the sign of order that controls every inch of space or every moment of our life’ (Everyday Aesthetics, 172–3). What unsettles about such homes is the lack of a sufficient degree of looseness in contrast to imperfectionist attitudes, which extend a freer welcome. Towns and cities, too, can be admired for the resilience and other positive qualities that ‘grit’ conveys; also, the debate about the social and aesthetic effects of graffiti continues (Conroy, ‘Grit and Urban (Im)Perfection’, Chapter 27, this book; Baldini, ‘Street Art’, Chapter 24, this book). And the aesthetics of retaining imperfections in war memorials and sites of atrocities is a concern that deeply effects cultural memory (Handa, ‘Memorial Sites’, Chapter 25, this book).

Widening further, it is notable how consumerist economic models increasingly promote the aesthetics of perfection, as products are designed to attract with perfect finish, losing their visual appeal when surface wear sets in. This tendency has provoked an opposite desire for goods that can accommodate the signs of age and repair or even aesthetically improve with them (Saito, ‘Consumer Aesthetics’). Broadening imperfectionist aesthetics into social thought, it has been observed that a positive awareness of imperfection is integral to the politics of social change and to an inclusive community (Docherty, ‘Politics of Realism’, Chapter 16, this book; Cheyne, ‘Inclusionist Ethos’, Chapter 2, this book, discussing Han, Burnout Society).

Imperfectionist aesthetics also display a high reverence for original and unaltered objects, a tendency that seems to be religiously derived or influenced, although it also more broadly relates to secular concerns. I refer to the impulse to leave an object utterly intact, viewing any attempt to finish or improve it as misguided at best and as sacrilegious or ruinous at worst. This attitude is expressed here and there in the Hebrew Testament, for instance, especially where Yahweh, issuing the Ten Commandments, instructs Moses on the proper construction of a stone altar:


If you use stones to build my altar, use only natural, uncut stones. Do not shape the stones with a tool, for that would make the altar unfit for holy use.

(Exodus 20:25)



Perfecting the stone, in the sense of forcing a regular shape, it is thought, would somehow corrupt it. The Yahweh of Exodus is an imperfectionist here, dignifying the natural qualities of the irregular and unfinished. George Herbert’s poem ‘The Altar’ (1633) alludes to this verse to refer both to his own work in physically restoring St Andrew’s Church, Bemerton, where he was a parish priest, and to the figuratively comparable edification of a faithful servant:

A broken ALTAR, Lord, thy servant rears,

Made of a heart, and cemented with tears:

Whose parts are as thy hand did frame;

No workman’s tool hath touch’d the same.

(ll. 1–4)

Herbert finds reflected in the human heart that Sinaitic reverence, inflecting the attitude to express the heart of the diligent servant as at once broken, elevated, and framed. This note of the broken yet esteemed also occurs in aesthetic practices such as the Japanese kintsugi (literally, ‘golden joining’), where a broken item such as a bowl or plate is repaired with glue and powdered gold, emphasizing the repair (Saito, ‘Imperfection in Consumer Aesthetics’, 213). This aesthetic practice shows in a Buddhist, non-Abrahamic context, a world-enhancing version of the religious esteem for the broken and regard for the natural.

It is fitting, in this vein, to mention Jesus’s admonition in the Sermon on the Mount to ‘Be perfect, therefore, even as your heavenly Father is perfect’. This imperative, however, is limited to love, which, the text emphasizes, should be unconditional, not transactional. The perfection is of loving without prejudice even one’s enemies and not just ‘those who love you’ (Matthew 5: 43–8). Such perfection of love is not at odds with recognizing and embracing a more general human imperfection; indeed, it requires the acceptance of human imperfection. As W. H. Auden put it, ‘You shall love your crooked neighbour|With your crooked heart’ (‘As I Walked Out’, ll. 55–6). Learning to love not only with crooked hearts but also crooked bodies, Part V of the this book addresses questions of perfection and imperfection in human character and body perception (Irvin, ‘Bodily Perfection’; Frazier, ‘Inviting Imperfection’; Parsons, ‘Beauty of Character’; and Hamilton, ‘Self, Perfectionism … Imperfection’; Chapters 20–3, respectively, this book).

The sacred arts are resonant in this discussion, and Gordon Graham’s essay gives a valuable discussion about the physical demarcations of the ‘artworld’, a ‘world’ with a relatively short history versus more open and inclusive kinds of aesthetic participation. Graham notes that ‘a powerful blow against the superiority of Art proper’, whether from folk art or therapeutic art, for example, is one that ‘also strikes a blow against perfectionism’ (‘Art Proper, Perfectionism, and the Sacred Arts’, Chapter 4, this book, 59).

Religious reverence for brokenness finds parallels in the profane world, where the concept of revering rather than replacing original material is also prominent in the European, especially the British, material preservation of ruins as ruins, such as castles and abbeys, in contrast to the Japanese practice of restoring historic buildings, such as castles, temples, and shrines, and doing so with a preference for using newly fashioned materials. This restoration often puzzles European visitors, who can feel deprived of a more authentic historical encounter. While relics present material preservation in a way that can be viewed as romanticizing ruins, renovation aims to create an accurate experience of the building restored to former glory, though this can sometimes be jarringly new in appearance. On both sides of the question, people debate the limits of authentic historical encounter, with Prime Minister Shinzo Abe provoking debate on describing the installation of an electric lift at Himeji Castle, Osaka, as a ‘mistake’ (‘Osaka Castle “Mistake”’) or the fifteenth-century public house, The Three Tuns, in Canterbury, Kent, proudly displaying a sign claiming that ‘The site on which this building is constructed can be traced back to Roman times’, despite no material trace remaining from that era, nor any architectural similarity. (Surely that claim is true for every location in the universe, and not only going back to Roman times but, in some sense, to the Big Bang!) It is widely agreed nonetheless that deeply significant meanings are uncovered when one addresses issues around the preservation of sites of historical atrocities (Handa, ‘Memorial Sites’, this book).



2. The Fragment and Parataxis

Imperfectionism is not limited to music, visual art, architecture, and everyday objects but also influences literary and philosophical style. The use of fragments and ‘rough’ expression is not merely a matter of taste but also influences the level of content in discourses that purport to track the truth. (Relatedly, some modern and postmodern literary explorations of the perfection–imperfection tension will be examined in Section 4). There are at least three main characteristics of the philosophical fragment, understood as a deliberate style where connections are left implicit or absent (thus excluding the inadvertent fragmentariness of damaged or unfinished manuscripts):


	Elliptical completeness, where a sense of fullness or reality is intimated by omission and compression and is left to open in the imagination.

	Detached representation, a kind of pars pro toto where the ‘torn away’ quality of the fragment indicates a greater whole.

	Parataxis, where connections between the parts of the work are left open rather than precisely decided and fastened down. Here, the author encourages the reader’s intellectual activity rather than requiring only the passivity, however difficult, of attention.



In the first kind, elliptic completeness (elleiptikós, Greek: ‘to come short’, ‘defective’), an ideal of perfection is intimated, with the imagination constructing continuity through absences and defects, that is, through shortcomings concerning completeness and accuracy. Thus, impressionism, for example, suggests greater presence and ongoing reality than photorealism, as the explicitly detailed rendering leaves the imagination unstirred, the passive mind adding nothing.

Similarly, romantic fragment poems, such as S. T. Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan, or, A Vision in a Dream’ (c.1798), carry a ‘mystery, openness, and depth’ multiplied by a self-conscious indication of incompleteness, signalling a greater totality (Mays, editor’s headnote, Poetical Works, 1: 510). While the status of ‘Kubla Khan’ as a fragment is contested—despite the poet, perhaps defensively, adding ‘A Fragment’ to the subtitle in 1834 and his prose preface claiming it was composed in a dream whose transcription was later interrupted ‘by a person on business from Porlock’—it is also beautifully self-contained and in that sense, whole. Still, his offsetting additions (the preface; the later subtitle) enhance the sense of ongoingness in the poem, inserting the spell of the fragment into the imaginative space opened by the lines on the Abyssinian maid and her ‘symphony and song’ that would, could it be revived, let the poet ‘build that dome in air, …. And all who heard would see them there’. Thus, by ellipsis, the deliberate fragment paradoxically brings the promise or illusion of a whole.

The importance of the deliberate fragment is still discussed (e.g. in this volume, Dunne, ‘Incompleteness, Fragmentation’, Chapter 12, this book, examines Nathanial Hawthorne’s writings on architectural fragments), and it goes at least as far back as Blaise Pascal’s Pensées (1670), a collection of around 1,000 short notes and fragments that defy coherent organization yet are clearly interrelated and have a fertility of thought that has amply passed the test of time. Admiring this, Friedrich Schlegel profited from the deliberate philosophical fragment, appreciating how:


Many works of the ancients have become fragments. Many works of the moderns are fragments at the time of their origin.

(Athenaeum Fragments, §18)



Schlegel filled some 180 notebooks with fragmentary thoughts (Eichner, Introduction, 5), exploiting the form into an art of concision that suggested and encouraged ongoing thought without delineating it. He sees the fragment as a work of art, ‘entirely isolated from the surrounding world and … complete in itself like a porcupine’ (§206). This does not mean the fragment has no relations beyond itself. Rather, its jaggedness pointedly draws attention to itself as a resilient carrier of thought. Further, Schlegel understood that, of certain kinds of fragment (such as ‘architectonic wit’):


It has to be properly systematic, and then again it doesn’t; with all its completeness, something should still seem to be missing, as if torn away.

(§383)



The desideratum is a balance between system and standing alone, each vital for aesthetic effect and conveyed meaning. This ‘torn away’ quality exemplifies the second motivation for the fragment: detached representation. The torn away fragment retains signs of connection to a larger domain from where it was snatched. The detached representative combines the dimensions of meaning and aesthetics, flickering between a sense of system and of being ‘torn’. Shimmering between perfection and imperfection, systematic completeness is at once suggested and snatched away: an aesthetic effect that also suggests further thought beyond the periphery.

Values concerning perfection and imperfection oscillate between the formal ideal and the material, tangible presence. This shimmering reveals the concepts of perfection and imperfection as essentially aesthetic, not in their thoughts but in their expressions. Aesthetics is the route whereby meaning becomes felt. Even when thinking something through by oneself, to get a felt sense of its meaning, the imagination needs to be engaged, a symbol or image created. And if ideas are to have meaning for us, they must be aesthetically expressed (Cheyne, Coleridge’s Contemplative Philosophy, 55–8).

A preference for fragments is exemplified, at least putatively, by Søren Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Fragments (Fragments translates the Danish Smuler, literally crumbs) and Concluding Unscientific Postscript. The paired works explore the question of how, as asked on the title page, one can break into ‘eternal consciousness’ from ‘an historical point of departure’. Kierkegaard was influenced here by Friedrich Schelling’s ‘asystasy’, which he defines as:


Ασύστατον [asústaton, asystasy]—something whose elements [are] … in a state of inner conflict …. disunity, bellum intestinum …. the true system can only be the one that establishes … how unity can co-exist with opposition and … how the one is necessary for the benefit of the other.

(‘On the Nature’, 210)



Expressed thus, Schelling’s reaction against Georg Hegel’s abstract and intellectualist systematizing is fertile in its suggestions for the interrelation of perfection and imperfection. Like Kierkegaard’s development from Schelling, Friedrich Nietzsche followed Schopenhauer’s irrationalist stance against the logicizing totalities of Immanuel Kant and Hegel, with Nietzsche going stylistically further into embracing imperfectionism, advancing via aphorisms and fragments for aesthetic, methodological, and philosophical reasons.

Kierkegaard’s influence on Ludwig Wittgenstein is widely known, but Nietzsche’s effect on him is less discussed. In a fragment from 1947, Wittgenstein shows how he advanced methodological imperfectionism from the Nietzschean fragment by understanding not only that a writer needs to produce much bad work to create good, but that all of it retains a use, though only a precious little will be beautiful:


Nietzsche writes somewhere that even the best poets and thinkers have written stuff that is mediocre and bad, but they separated off the good material. But it is not quite like that. It’s true that a gardener, along with his roses, keeps manure and rubbish and straw … but what distinguishes them is not just their value, but mainly their function in the garden.

Something that looks like a bad sentence can be the germ of a good one.

(Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, 59, citing Nietzsche, Human, All Too Human, 1, §155)



Dissatisfied with the essay form, or at least with the results he got from it, Wittgenstein recorded his thoughts and their connections paratactically,1 that is, by laying notes in succession and foregoing the elegant prose connections required for a flowing and unified argument, feeling these to be an artificial and useless diversion:


If I am thinking just for myself without wanting to write a book, I jump about all round the topic; that is the only way of thinking that is natural to me. Forcing my thoughts into an ordered sequence is a torment for me. Should I even attempt it now??

(Culture and Value, 28, September 1937)



One might imagine Wittgenstein’s paratactic method as a dry stone wall, rough yet conforming to nature, holding through skill and fit or else falling, but preferable to using mortar. Rife in modernist literature, parataxis (para: beside; taxis: arranging; hence, side-by-side arrangement) marries naturally with imperfectionism, where connections are open and unforced, free to fail. Basil Bunting’s poetry shows mastery of parataxis, allowing insights the space to come and go, so that an observation of a ship at sail applies also to the poetic method that sings it, as to flying fish, as to desire, as to a gecko, and to love:

Flying fish follow the boat,

delicate wings blue, grace

on flick of a tissue tail,

The water’s surface between

appetite and attainment.

Flexible, unrepetitive line

to sing, not paint; sing, sing,

laying the tune on the air,

nimble and easy as a lizard,

still and sudden as a gecko,

to humiliate love, remember

nothing.

(Briggflatts, 18–19)

The reader’s mind is unforced, freeing the imagination and the ability to consent to an observation or leave it in the air. Open, unforced connections, a hallmark of imperfectionism, invite new insights, suggested in part by the author but also filled out by the reader in the spaces between recorded thoughts. Opening space for movement, not narrowing down some watertight meaning, for Bunting, it must ‘Take a chisel to write’ (15).

Relatedly, for Wittgenstein, roughness, not polish, allows advance:


The more narrowly we examine actual language, the sharper becomes the conflict between it and our requirement. (For the crystalline purity of logic was, of course, not a result of investigation: it was a requirement.) The conflict becomes intolerable; the requirement is now in danger of becoming empty.—We have got on to slippery ice where there is no friction and so in a certain sense the conditions are ideal, but also, just because of that, we are unable to walk. We want to walk: so we need friction. Back to the rough ground!

(Philosophical Investigations, §107)



Wittgenstein felt his philosophical notes would become banal if he attempted to ‘finish’ them into conventional arguments and essays. Instead of forcing connections, he gave space for intuition and suggestion through the commonly imperfectionist style of parataxis:


After several unsuccessful attempts to weld my results together into such a whole, I realized that I should never succeed. The best that I could write would never be more than philosophical remarks; my thoughts soon grew feeble if I tried to force them along a single track against their natural inclination.

(Preface, Philosophical Investigations)



Wittgenstein ended up preferring more or less discrete remarks because that is what worked in the context of his later projects and directions. The process of tidying and finishing would have diluted his concentrated thought and betrayed its quarry. As Herman Melville said, ‘Truth uncompromisingly told will always have its ragged edges’ (Billy Budd, Sailor, Chapter 24). Though the prose style of ‘natural, smooth sequence’ was Wittgenstein’s original intention, he found that advance was only satisfactory through ‘remarks, short paragraphs … longer chains … sometimes jumping, in a sudden change, from one area to another’ (preface, Philosophical Investigations).

Fragmentary styles of philosophical writing then are more trusting of the reader, who is given space to enter into the thoughts with the writer and the freedom to perceive and connect for himself or herself rather than be instructed thoroughly through tightly screwed-down prose with no option but docility in being told what to think so that the flow of the argument is uninterrupted. Fragmentary philosophical styles allow the reader to think around the thoughts to make new connections, so that one feels philosophy stirring in oneself, as views parse, re-articulate, and find expression as something hopefully both true and liveable. In reading such works, one also detects a sense of respect for not quite the thoughts themselves, for they are marshalled, but for the truth towards and around which the writer is thinking. Fragmentary philosophical styles sacrifice perfection, completion, and an impressive flowing totality or systematicity for the sake of the evasive goal, the intellectual quarry, that is, a non-invasive, respectful approach to truth.



3. Celebrating Existence: Consuming, Enjoying, Collecting

The impulse to find a true and authentic expression and a liveable, respectful approach to enjoying one’s life and community brings us to the vital and increasingly important topic of imperfectionism in the consumerist age. Delving into the ethical dimensions of aesthetic perfectionism and imperfectionism, Saito, in her essay in this book, argues that where consumer choice and sustainability is concerned, ‘Nothing is stopping us from becoming active and responsible citizens’. This is true, yet something stalls us anyway. That is, nothing necessarily stops us and nothing, on the optimistic view, metaphysically curtails our freedom to change our ways; yet, entrenched, our ways nonetheless have a strong inertia. Part of the problem may be habit. More insidiously, industries nudge consumers towards certain behaviours and actions, such as disposal of the still-functional products. Disposable objects, Lucas Scripter adds (personal email), are an interesting paradox: they are imperfect, in the sense that they are not meant to last, yet they are perfect in the sense of always being new. Countering the obsolescence trend, the ‘right to repair’ is gaining more attention in Europe (Sajn, ‘Right to Repair’), where ‘repair cafés’ are on the rise. There, and in the US, the notion of the right to repair is gaining momentum, with proponents demanding legislation that products come with repair manuals, especially in the electronics, automotive, and farming equipment sectors. This grass-roots movement is compelling companies to change their design policies, in some cases pre-empting government legislation.

Another arena where the contest between perfection and imperfection occurs is that of collecting, explored in Laura Di Summa’s essay in this book. The desire for tidy homes comes in many degrees, some seeking a strict order and others balanced with a tolerance or even desire for some disorder. In everyday aesthetics, life and organic growth are necessarily in creative tension with neatness of appearance and categorization. For the freedom and growth it often naturally represents, an element of disorder can be positively loved for its own sake. It can also be desired as an antidote to what Walter Benjamin called ‘the mild boredom of order’, there necessarily being ‘in the life of a collector a dialectical tension between the poles of disorder and order’ (‘Unpacking My Library’, 59). It is a common experience to feel more at ease visiting homes that do not strive to keep everything in impressively perfect order. Perfect tidiness can be unwelcoming when one’s mere presence appears to disrupt a perfect order.

The popular author and tidying up expert Marie Kondo fits in here. Her style of tidiness develops from her being a Shinto adherent and a former shinshoku, or Shinto shrine maiden, tasked with maintaining the order of the site. Shinto upholds the value of purity through cleanliness, placing little mounds of salt at entrances, or sumo wrestlers tossing it in the air just before a bout, with many wooden surfaces lacquered or painted with bright vermillion and glossy black. Everything appears new and clean, while chips, stains, and signs of wear and tear are quickly repaired.

In harmonic contrast, most forms of Buddhism in Japan venerate natural aging, the patina of continued use, and an openness to organic change in a harmony of design and disarray. The karesansui or rock gardens, for example, place jagged rocks within a sea of raked pebbles, maple leaves scattered here and there, where different kinds of moss flourish, and unvarnished wooden posts are allowed, even encouraged, to decay. It is interesting how different principles of aesthetic order promote different ethoses, showing how a thoughtfully cared-for place can unite aesthetic sensibility and ethical reflection.

A collection appears as symbolic of one’s attitudes to inclusion (as welcoming), exclusion, and a celebration of existence. As Kondo has it, organization is a humane activity through the positivity of choosing what to include more than the negativity of deciding what to throw away. Whatever ‘sparks joy’ merits inclusion (Sparking Joy). Thus viewed, collections can represent different concepts of social inclusion and manners, creating an ethos that combines aesthetics and ethics. On the one hand, some collecting is generally completist in aim, showing a perfectionist tendency. On the other hand, collecting oddities or everyday items suggests an imperfectionism at play. This difference relates to an older philosophical distinction between the perfect and the imperfect, with the former being in principle completable and the latter impossible to complete, as in, for instance, Kant’s distinction between perfect and imperfect duties, the former capable of being upheld at all times (e.g. prohibitions against lying, stealing, etc.), the latter impossible to fulfil completely and at all times (self-improvement, helping the poor, etc.). This points to the idea of perfection as completion: not just being finished but being whole. Yet some things by their nature cannot be entirely complete; these would be necessarily imperfect, in this sense.

Many collectors almost revere imperfections in everyday items, such as misprinted stamps, books, and record covers, or coins with minting errors. This could be understood simply as economic value generated by mere rarity. However, does not an aesthetic value arise here too? When we see a stamp with the monarch’s head upside down, for example, or Rutherford Chang’s ongoing collection of over 3,000 used—often heavily so, and blemished, written, or doodled upon—copies of The Beatles’ White Album (‘We Buy White Albums’), we perceive irregularity within regularity, and this often gives pleasure. Collecting then elevates the imperfect above the perfect. With mistaken irregularities at the time of manufacture, the perfection of mass production is interrupted and the wider reality beyond human plans leaves its mark. It seems that existence itself, with its unpredictable contingency, is celebrated in such collecting. Because collecting is comprehensive in its aim to represent variety within a category, it synthesizes perfectionism (as a drive for completion) with imperfectionism (aiming for openness and inclusivity). Sometimes the urge to collect seems like a drive to tame chaos or proliferation with an order that categorizes and catalogues, yet collecting is also about the charms of disrupting order, homogeneity, and tidy categories: a living, evolving thing, the opposition is as lively and desirable as it is inevitable.



4. Literary Approaches

Unsurprisingly, the inevitable opposition of perfection and imperfection is a recurrent theme in literature, where one finds the writer:

Trying to use words, and every attempt

Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure

Because one has only learnt to get the better of words

For the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in which

One is no longer disposed to say it. And so each venture

Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate

With shabby equipment always deteriorating

In the general mess of imprecision of feeling …

(Eliot, ‘East Coker’, Four Quartets)

Modernist and postmodern literary experimentation provided opportunities for recognizing and developing imperfectionism, and in this section, I discuss three related excerpts from French and Italian twentieth-century literature, all of which self-consciously bring perfection and imperfection into collision.

The tension between perfection and imperfection in organic form is used to great effect in an image in Alain Robbe-Grillet’s first novel, Les Gommes (The Erasers, 1953), when he transitions from a still life of the perfect tomato as some Platonic ideal that is then made aesthetically ideal, so that tears appear, wrinkles vein, a leaf snaps off, and so on:


A quarter of tomato that is quite faultless, cut up by the machine into a perfectly symmetrical fruit.

The peripheral flesh, compact, homogeneous, and a splendid chemical red, is of an even thickness between a strip of gleaming skin and the hollow where the yellow, graduated seeds appear in a row, kept in place by a thin layer of greenish jelly along a swelling of the heart. This heart, of a slightly grainy, faint pink, begins—towards the inner hollow–with a cluster of white veins, one of which extends towards the seeds—somewhat uncertainly.

Above, a scarcely perceptible accident has occurred: a corner of the skin, stripped back from the flesh for a fraction of an inch, is slightly raised.

(152–3)



Reality and its inevitable but irregular contingencies obtrude on ideality, as the perfect red yields to a weaker pink and geometric forms subside to pulpy, jellied swelling at the organic ‘heart’ and ‘veins’.

Robbe-Grillet was influenced by Jean-Paul Sartre. He later commented how, in Sartre’s famous depiction in La Nausée (Nausea) of Roquentin’s contemplation of the contingency and superfluity of brute existence overflowing the categoriality of concepts and schemas, the root of the chestnut tree in the park ‘successively becomes a “[dirty fingernail]”, “boiled leather”, “mildew”, “a dead snake”, “vulture’s talon”, “sealskin”, etc.’ What Robbe-Grillet recognizes in the Sartrean vision, which he finds ‘most charged with transformations’, and hence alive yet replete beyond containment, is ‘the very impossibility of achieving a true correspondence’ through concepts and categories (‘Nature, Humanism, Tragedy’, 67). Perfection in the sense of correspondence to reality is, in this view, impossible.

In Sartre’s description:


And suddenly, suddenly, the veil is torn away, I have understood, I have seen…. The roots of the chestnut tree were sunk in the ground just under my bench…. The words had vanished and with them the significance of things, their methods of use and their feeble points of reference which men have traced on their surface…. Then I had this vision.

It left me breathless. Never, until these last few days, had I understood the meaning of ‘existence’…. And then all of a sudden, there it was, clear as day: existence had suddenly unveiled itself. It had lost the harmless look of an abstract category: it was the very paste of things, this root was kneaded into existence. Or rather the root, the park gates, the bench, the sparse grass, all that had vanished: the diversity of things, their individuality, were only an appearance, a veneer. This veneer had melted, leaving soft, monstrous masses, all in disorder—naked, in a frightful, obscene nakedness.

(Nausea, 126–7)



Sartre and later Robbe-Grillet convey conceptualized perception and description being uprooted by contingency-riven immediate existence. That existence is more aesthetically palpable and actual, yet is conceptually far less graspable. Existence thus perceived is visqueux, which is Sartre’s term, discussing ‘Quality as a Revelation of Being’, whereby the definite and conceivable is engulfed in the ‘slime’ of contingency, which eludes firm conceptual grip (Being and Nothingness, 604–11). Like Kant’s aesthetic idea, Sartre’s existentialist epiphany shows being as inducing much thought and transcending all determinate concepts and theories of function. That which is intuited to be most valuable or that which gets to the heart of being cannot be anticipated by a concept, rule, or theory.

A more light-hearted play on the tension between the imperfections of the real world and the mathematical perfection of the ideal can be enjoyed in Italo Calvino’s story ‘Crystals’. Here, the narrator, Qfwfq, regrets that instead of our ‘amorphous and crumbling and gummy’ world, the planet did not have longer to cool, so that, like some Platonic realm of perfect geometrical forms, ‘each [element] would have become separated from the others in a single, enormous crystal’ (28–9). Qfwfq hankers for the austere beauty of what must surely be the nightmare of perfection. He dreams of ‘an indestructible frozen springtime of quartz. Polyhedrons … tall as mountains, diaphanous’. This alternative world is imaged as a ‘triumph of order’ against the ‘wheel of gas and dust’—‘that useless dispersal which is the universe’ (32–3). Opposing Qfwfq’s absurd perfectionism is the view of his partner, Vug, who appreciates crystals not for their monolithic homogeneity but for their imperfections and irregularities.

Reflecting a genuine opposition that cannot simply be resolved by dismissing one side, Calvino shows the beauty in both views. For the perfectionist:


a continent of diamond refracted the Sun’s light in a mosaic of rainbow chips … The sparkle was blinding: I could already see a mountain-diamond, a faceted and iridescent chain, a gem-plateau, a Koh-i-noor-Himalaya.



And for the imperfectionist:


crystals were popping up by the thousands at the same time and were interpenetrating one another, arresting their growth where they came in contact, and they never succeeded in taking over entirely the liquid rock from which they received their form: the world wasn’t tending to be composed into an ever-simpler figure but was clotting in a vitreous mass from which prisms and octahedrons and cubes seemed to be struggling to be free, to draw all the matter to themselves …

(34)



Perfectionist Qfwfq and imperfectionist Vug quarrel over whether rubies, which are aluminium crystals reddened with a scattering of chrome atoms, owe their beauty more to their perfectly regular hexagonality or to ‘the intrusion of extraneous atoms’ (36). Calvino shows the world evolving more in Vug’s preferred direction, particularized with fissures, cracks, unpredictability, dissolution and mixture, and minute variegation, and demonstrating that ‘real order carries impurity within itself’ (37). The aesthetic of imperfection transforms the crystalline, dead realm into a dynamic, vibrant place of growth, where life can develop and flourish through what pure perfectionism would disparage as mistake and error.

Developing and flourishing despite or through mistake and error, artworks, as the examples in this chapter attest, can indicate perfection even when—perhaps especially when—the work itself is imperfectly embodied. That is, because of the extrapolating and idealizing tendencies of imagination, as considered above in the discussion of the fragment and parataxis, works that remain open by resisting the closure and artificiality of ‘finish’ are often more effective at opening a space for the ideal than works that are completed with a high degree of finish. This means that the imperfectionist form can better suggest the ideal than the purportedly perfect form can, since the perfect is supposed to embody its message entirely, whereas the clearly incomplete is obviously elliptical and points beyond itself. If imperfection is already built into the method, if one’s imagery, for example, is already grainy, then the ideal paradoxically appears through the work more transparently than if the artist attempted to realize the work in a perfectionist manner.



5. Evaluative versus Descriptive Imperfection

As the foregoing sections indicate, many positive and driving motivations exist for inquiry into imperfectionist aesthetics. Nonetheless, it might be objected that the imperfectionist aesthetics enterprise is self-nullifying: if the imperfectionist aim is achieved, the result could be conceived as ‘perfect’ from the perspective of its creator, showing it to be a self-defeating concept and therefore incoherent. However, as I shall argue, this pithy argument rests on an equivocation stemming from failure to distinguish evaluative from descriptive senses of the word ‘perfection’ and its cognates. This section will oppose the position that ‘positively valuing imperfection for its own sake is … inherently unstable’ (Lloyd, Taking Aim at Imperfection, 25). Clarifying this distinction, I suggest, yields orienting categories that will be useful for the subsequent inquiries.

Must all products that realize the producer’s aesthetic intention be unambiguously or straightforwardly ‘perfect’? And does successful creative realization preclude significant aesthetic imperfectionism? Against the argument that imperfectionism is ultimately incoherent, I contend that while the maker’s or appreciator’s exclamation—‘Ah, now it’s perfect!’—affirms aesthetic satisfaction, ‘perfect’ being used evaluatively in such cases, it does not rule out the work from being descriptively imperfect or imperfectionist (incorporating or celebrating imperfection and/or irregularity and contingency as part of its aesthetic). That is to say, the evaluative concept of perfection and the descriptive concept of imperfection are compatible such that an item can simultaneously be evaluatively perfect and descriptively imperfect. On the same principle, an item can simultaneously be evaluatively imperfect yet descriptively perfect; for instance, a skilfully rendered, blemish-free, neat and tidy drawing or painting that adheres to ‘rules of composition’ might nonetheless hold little to no aesthetic interest. Neither of these outcomes (a. descriptively imperfect while evaluatively perfect or b. descriptively perfect while evaluatively imperfect) entails conceptual incoherence, and to contend that either is logically incoherent would amount to equivocation.

Evaluative ‘perfection’ denotes that the maker’s intention has been achieved or that the appreciator is satisfied with the effect. Descriptive perfection, however, denotes the perfectionist aesthetic. To satisfy the evaluative category of perfection (i.e. as realization or satisfaction) is to achieve the desired effect such that the work cannot significantly be improved. Achieving this, one might naturally exclaim, ‘Ah, now it’s perfect! This is what I was after!’ The descriptive category of perfection (i.e. as a perfectionist aesthetic), by contrast, connotes a pristine or highly accurate finish and an overall freedom from accident. In terms of avoiding or allowing irregularities and unplanned elements, the use of the words ‘perfect’ and ‘imperfect’ are (primarily) descriptive. In terms of satisfactorily realizing an aim or failing to do so, the use of the words ‘perfect’ and ‘imperfect’ are (primarily) evaluative. Not to recognize this distinction is to risk equivocation.

Distinguishing primarily from secondarily evaluative words, R. M. Hare notes the primary ones, such as ‘good’, ‘commendable’, or ‘slovenly’, are always clearly value judgements, whereas with terms that are only secondarily evaluative, such as ‘tidy’ and ‘industrious’, the descriptive sense holds sway. Thus, ‘we can say, without any hint of irony, “too tidy” or “too industrious”’ (‘Description and Evaluation’, 121). And thus, I add, we understand the meaning when it is commonly said that something or someone is ‘too perfect’. The imperfectionist, I contend, admits and even embraces descriptive imperfection and avoids being ‘too perfect’, and this is neither logically nor practically incompatible with such productive success or aesthetic satisfaction that may be termed evaluative perfection. ‘Perfection’ is shown here to have two kinds: character and execution. If something or someone is ‘too perfect’, the problem is a feeling concerning character—too smooth, polished, smarmy—whereas evaluative perfection (‘just right’, not ‘too’ this or ‘too’ that) confirms satisfaction with the execution.

Another way to express this distinction is to recognize descriptive perfection (or imperfection) as substantive and evaluative perfection (or imperfection) as auxiliary. The substantive gives the descriptive what; the auxiliary, the evaluative how. This grammatical distinction helps clarify what is meant in the popular phrase ‘perfectly imperfect’. The imperfect in that phrase is so in the descriptive and substantial sense. That is, it exemplifies an aesthetic that is open to the unexpected and which eschews high polish, regularity, and smooth finish. This quality is substantial not only grammatically but also in virtue of its being sustained throughout the development and existence of the item or work. Categorially different, the perfectly in the phrase is auxiliary, modifying the substantive, descriptive imperfection with the evaluation that its intended or satisfying effect has been realized in a praiseworthy way.

Without contradiction, then, one may call a finished work ‘perfect’ in the evaluative sense, to acknowledge that it is well or fully realized, while simultaneously holding that it is not ‘perfect’ in the descriptive sense. Such a work would be imperfectionist, in that it opposed an overall perfectionist aesthetic and presents itself as a positive alternative. Thus, one might call a Jackson Pollock action painting, for instance, perfect in the evaluative sense, insofar as it realizes its intended effect, while imperfect in the descriptive sense, since the work is neither highly accurate nor free from the accidental or contingent—indeed, to the contrary, contingency characterizes the essence of the work. To rephrase, there is an important but overlooked distinction between the word ‘perfect’ used loosely as a judgement that a work (perfectionist, imperfectionist, or otherwise) has achieved its aim, and its use in the more accurate sense which is a judgement that a perfectionist aim or style has been realized. The former sense can be used of imperfectionist works, the latter cannot.

Thus, a joiner may exclaim ‘Perfect!’ on seeing that a rustic table is complete, meaning that any further work would not improve upon and could even detract from its aesthetic appeal. At the same time, the joiner would be aware that a rustic table requires an imperfectionism of finish, such as uneven surfaces and coloration, some irregularity of line or shape, and the like. This requirement largely follows the aesthetic appeal of the style itself, knowing that a table glossed to a perfect finish, for instance, would look and feel out of place in an otherwise rustic setting. While a skilled joiner has high standards of strength and reliability in choosing materials and fashioning joints for both rustic tables and chic and slickly finished ones, he or she would also know that the rougher style brings pleasure through an imperfectionist aesthetic while the highly finished style pleases through a perfectionist appeal.

It should be added that imperfectionist aesthetics do not require a tight connection between aesthetic value and utility. This is not the relative and functional beauty of Socrates’s dung basket, in Xenophon’s account, valued over a golden spear considered ‘ugly’ because it is less effective at its intended use (Xenophon, Memorabilia, 3.8.6). There might nonetheless appear to be a middle ground between aesthetic and functional value. In contrast to the glossy surfaces of most high-tech products, intolerant of scratches and dents and incapable of ageing comfortably (Saito, this book, 206), there is an imperfectionist beauty to items that gain in appeal with patina and accrue personality with knocks and scratches. Byung-Chul Han, too, in Saving Beauty (Chapter 1) critically discusses the aesthetics of the smooth, using examples including the ‘self-healing’ exterior of the LG G Flex phone. For Han, such compulsive haptic perfection negates the contemplative distance required for aesthetic judgement as opposed to mere sensual immediacy. Here, then, we can see how perfectionism effects an impressive front, eliciting a ‘wow’ at the dazzle of the flawless and appealing to sensual immediacy—although it can have other, more humane effects too, such as presenting ideals to which one may strive. However, the effects of imperfectionism include or shine through palpable flaws, presenting qualities such as magnanimity, humility, and a confidence that eschews the dazzle of finish.

So, while an imperfectionist, patina-welcoming finish or surface might naturally be described as a utilitarian concern, this too is really an aesthetic matter, for a scratched and scuffed iPhone or Wedgwood cup is no less functional than a pristine one and would be replaced only for aesthetic reasons. By the same aesthetic principle, in a reversed example, a dented, hand-hammered copper kettle, with decades of patina, is admired for its accrued imperfections of finish or surface. While the perfectionist designer anticipates the product being discarded with signs of wear, imperfectionist products tend in the opposite direction, allowing items to become cherished for their marks of age.

For a further example, consider a Japanese potter making a chawan or tea bowl for a tea ceremony. A perfect circle is not even considered, because it opposes the principles of wabi (rustic simplicity, impermanence, imperfection) and sabi (loneliness, Buddhist non-attachment, tranquillity, beauty in agedness). An imperfect circle, fashioned with an aesthetic eye and feel, is preferred in wabi styles not only for aesthetically conveying certain meanings, such as humility, acceptance (‘relax, nothing is “perfect” here’), and openness to natural imperfection, but also because the shape better fits the hand, as it can be turned to fit pleasingly with a variety of hand sizes. Unlike the considerations of finish raised in the previous paragraph, this example better suggests a middle ground between aesthetic and functional value, since the better hand-fit of the irregularly shaped tea bowl is a matter of both feel and of being fitted to use. The cup is informed by irregularities, including its shape and glaze, which is often only partial and uneven, and these imperfectionist qualities are appreciated for their human warmth, the unassuming welcome they offer, and the way they reflect natural, rustic appearances.

Now, to argue that the imperfectionist aesthetic is self-defeating or incoherent because someone might happily call such a bowl ‘perfect’ is to miss a number of points. First, in the sense used in the argument that imperfectionism is self-defeating, the word ‘perfect’ indicates approval, as I suggested above. The words ‘successful’ and ‘fitting’ would be more accurate than ‘perfect’ in this context. This approving sense of ‘perfect’ is synonymous with ‘best’ or ‘desirable’; thus, in this use, ‘good, better, best!’ is interchangeable with ‘good, better, perfect!’ The second point is that the well-realized tea ceremony cup, like the well-realized rustic table, not only admits imperfection but invites it. Such imperfections are not faults. In Japanese aesthetics, Tenshin Okakura thus describes ‘the beauty of imperfection’ and ‘the art of imperfection’ and Shin’ichi Hisamatsu called it ‘the rejection of perfection’. Soetsu Yanagi, in a more encompassing view, considers this aesthetic as:


beyond the dualistic thinking of perfection or imperfection; borrowing from Zen terminology, I would call it natural beauty, the beauty of everyday life, of egoless freedom …. not a clinging to the duality of imperfection or perfection; it is the beauty of absolute freedom.

(‘The Japanese Perspective’, 149)



Maintaining the distinction I made above, such works are descriptively imperfectionist, not evaluatively imperfect. Items in this style cherish irregularity and the openness that Yanagi calls freedom, the descriptive imperfection being essential to the overall aesthetic. So long as no imperfections impede the function (as a cup, as a table), then the imperfectionist aesthetic is maintained and a desirable result is achieved.

A third point missed in the argument that imperfectionism is self-defeating is the difference regarding the restrictedness of intended outcome in realizing a work of aesthetic perfectionism versus one of aesthetic imperfectionism. That is, when aiming at the beauty of perfection—where exactitude, high clarity, and perhaps gloss or sheen are part of the aesthetic effect—the range of intended outcomes is much narrower than for imperfectionist works, which aims for beauty in a sense of freedom, open-endedness, and a much greater degree of looseness, roughness, and so on. A high level of mastery would be required in both the imperfectionist and perfectionist works of art or artisanship—it is not the case that one style requires greater control or proficiency than the other. Rather, any perceivable yet, functionally speaking, superficial deviation from the design, such as a scratch, a thumbprint, an unevenness of glaze, in a cup, say, which has been designed to appeal with perfect finish, regularity of form, and the like, will have strayed beyond the acceptable range of outcomes. Indeed, in a perfectionist work, there is often only one acceptable outcome, albeit allowing for a narrow range of deviation in concession to inevitable human, natural, or manufacturing error.

In an imperfectionist design, however, having a relatively broad range of desirable outcomes is part of the process, and since unplanned contingencies are often invited, unforeseen deviations can often prove to be highly valued elements within the work. To call a perfectionist work ‘perfect’ on execution is therefore a literally descriptive judgement, where only one outcome is preconceived. In contrast, to call an imperfectionist work ‘perfect’ is an evaluative use of the term, praising the skill of the maker and perhaps the fortuitousness of some happy accident, but it does not describe a fine-grained alignment between the intention and the outcome.2



Notes


	Parataxis: The placing of propositions or clauses one after another without indicating by connecting words the relation (of coordination or subordination) between them (OED).

	I would like to thank David E. Cooper, Andy Hamilton, Yuriko Saito, and Lucas Scripter for helpful comments on this chapter.
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Abstract

This essay contrasts the aesthetics of perfection and imperfection and shows how they lead to different ethoses or cultural atmospheres. An aesthetic of imperfection is proposed as one way to create a more inclusive ethos. This chapter progresses from practical maxims, through examples of aesthetic practice, to a schematic theory of cultural production, before situating insights from these in a recent theory of cultural openness. Section 1 (‘Maxims’) relates imperfectionist aesthetics to some of Montesquieu’s political maxims and the notion of not letting the best be the enemy of the good. Section 2 (‘Examples’) then explores imperfectionism in works by John Coltrane and Lawrence ‘Butch’ Morris. Section 3 (‘Schema’) then adapts a post-Kantian theory of the interpenetration of opposites to the dialectic between aesthetic creativity and ethical regulation. Finally, Section 4 (‘Social Theory’) applies Byung-Chul Han’s social philosophy to this dialectic, criticizing the ‘violence of perfection’ as a closed ideal that imposes sociocultural homogeneity.

This chapter argues that the ethos of a community or institution is shaped not just by rules and regulations but by aesthetic choices, even though these are often unspoken. I focus on how contrasting aesthetics of perfection and imperfection lead to different ethoses or cultural atmospheres. An ethos is both aesthetic, in having a sensuous or affective character, and ethical, in promoting norms of behaviour and a shaping set of values. A museum or gallery, for example, where rules reduce interaction and promote a reverent hush, creates an ethos of distance in contrast to an ethos of inclusion and belonging. An aesthetic of imperfection is one way to create a more inclusive ethos.

In presenting an ethical defence of aesthetic imperfection, I argue that a community’s ethics and aesthetics are opposed yet mutually dependent cultural dimensions or poles. This chapter progresses from practical maxims, through examples of aesthetic practice, to a schematic theory of cultural production, before situating insights from these in a recent theory of cultural openness. Section 1 (‘Maxims’) relates imperfectionist aesthetics to some of Montesquieu’s political maxims and the notion of not letting the best be the enemy of the good. Section 2 (‘Examples’) then explores imperfection and inclusion as vital to two important works of improvised, experimental jazz: John Coltrane’s loosely orchestrated ensemble improvisation Ascension (1966) and Lawrence ‘Butch’ Morris’s Current Trends in Racism in Modern America (A Work in Progress) (1985).

The chapter moves into theory in Section 3 (‘Schema’) by adapting a post-Kantian theory of the interpenetration of opposites to the dialectic between aesthetic creativity and ethical regulation. Finally, Section 4 (‘Social Theory’) applies Byung-Chul Han’s social philosophy to this dialectic, criticizing the ‘violence of perfection’ as a closed ideal that imposes sociocultural homogeneity.



1. Maxims: Don’t Let the Best be the Enemy of the Good

Typified by time-bound and at least partly spontaneous art forms such as improvised performance and Japanese sumi-e (black ink painting), imperfectionist aesthetics is manifested in the disciplined refusal by an artist to return to make a correction either during the performance or later in the studio with overdubs, for example, or splicing techniques and studio effects. Additionally, in embracing unforeseen contingencies, imperfectionism is open to irregularity in a way that relates positively to what I call the inclusionist ethos. This concept depends on the observation that different aesthetics help shape an ethos in different ways. Obvious examples include military uniform and design shaping an esprit de corps and rock ’n’ roll challenging social norms from the 1950s to the 1970s. If different aesthetics shape and promote different ethoses, then aesthetic practitioners have an ethical responsibility inseparable from their art. An inclusionist ethos can express many different styles, but it is one that flourishes by accepting rather than excluding as many expressions by as many individuals as would like to participate. A community centre, a local game of rounders or baseball, a town festival, and the atmosphere of a city square or piazza are some typical examples.

In such places or events and in more creative cultural scenes, the proverb ‘don’t let the best be the enemy of the good’ expresses the inclusive intention. That saying derives from one of Montesquieu’s ‘General Maxims of Politics’: ‘Le mieux est le mortel ennemi du bien’ (‘The best is the mortal enemy of the good’) (Pensées, §1007).1 Like many striking aphorisms, it conveys a general truth while overstating its paradoxical nature in absolute terms. It echoes Shakespeare’s line, given to Albany, trying to reconcile Lear and Goneril: ‘Striving to better, oft we mar what’s well’ (King Lear, Act I, scene iv). Montesquieu’s point is that the pursuit of perfection sabotages many good projects and that, as he says, ‘by demanding too much, we discourage talent’ (§1006). Here, Montesquieu upholds the inclusionist ethos by encouraging participation and supporting expression in different styles. As he says in his next maxim, ‘Correction presupposes time’, which is, of course, not always freely available. Hence, in his following maxim, he says that ‘Success in most things depends on knowing well how much time is needed to succeed’.

These last two political maxims agree with my characterizing aesthetic imperfectionism as the disciplined refusal by an artist to return to make a correction, typically found in time-constrained art forms. Imperfectionism therefore relates, I argue, to an awareness of social and practical realities. Also, while it increases the likelihood of making ‘mistakes’, imperfectionism nonetheless allows for impromptu moves to balance them out or incorporate them into a more inclusive whole. Such extemporized composition adds the panache of decisive spontaneity. By accommodating rather than eradicating outliers and accidents, imperfectionism fosters an open and inclusive ethos that clearly has ethical import and not only aesthetic merit, as I shall discuss in Section 3, in the context of social philosophy.

Although ‘imperfection’ appears to be a negative concept, imperfectionism tends to describe positive practices and values. To give an analogy, while infinitude is a negative concept, in that its prefix negates, it is the more positive and open term in relation to its bounded opposite, the finite. The openness and inclusivity embraced by imperfectionist practices is my focus here. Accordingly, the word ‘imperfect’ is not to be heard primarily as describing something as ‘flawed’ but as ‘happily unfinished’, so that it is not perficere or closed off and completed—as Andy Hamilton has suggested (‘Art of Improvisation’)—but is something more positively open. This imperfectionist aesthetic involves a holding open to further contribution: to accident, happy or otherwise. It is also inclusive in a broader, social sense, so that participating imperfectly in the imperfect is preferred over consumption of the perfectly pre-produced and homogeneously finished. An imperfectionist aesthetic offers greater adaptability than products with perfect finish, which appear broken or spoiled after repair or even moderate use. Imperfectionism supports an ethos that encourages repair and modification, provides a more appealing patina, and thus resists some of the negative impact of consumerism. Items and practices that embrace open-endedness and eschew perfect finish are pre-attuned to the realities of everyday life.

One such reality is that most people cannot participate in arts, crafts, sports, and many cultural events with an achievable aim towards cultural or productive perfection. Lamentably, the prioritising of perfection in public life is imbalanced in a way that deters the kinds of wider participation, valuing inclusion over perfection, which were common before consumerism displaced activity with the passivity promoted by the ‘perfect product’. While this is now being modified with an aim to counterbalancing elitism, the changes are usually still secondary. For example, to get arts funding, grant applications now tend to include educational or outreach events, but not usually with active community participation and non-professional creativity as the driving initiative. Although internet video sharing brings ease of broadcast and potential to reclaim popular culture, this has tended to follow consumerist models of influencing and advertising, whereas folk singing and folk dance, for example, have widely declined in wealthy countries, replaced by ‘perfect’ audio and television studio productions that ordinary people have no means of emulating. Much the same can be said for storytelling, do-it-yourself projects, and handicrafts, let alone participation in sports and festivities, which formerly bound communities together through shared activity and knowledge, not through season ticket possession, payment to TV streaming services, and online shopping.

A range of philosophical views have been expressed, some of which support the aesthetics of perfection in a way which can oppose imperfectionist aesthetics. Addressing what Peg Brand has said in a recent as yet unpublished discussion about preferring elite athletics over the often unhealthy behaviour of less sporty people, I reply that it is nonetheless reasonable to expect that initiatives which encourage a wider range of people to engage in sport will not only promote the inclusionist ethos but will also contribute indirectly to attaining excellence at the higher levels by raising first-hand consciousness of the values of active sporting participation. Activities that encourage widespread active participation include community festivals, city half-marathons, family sports days, and baseball or rounders in the park with grandparents and small children alike. While these exist here and there, once one has left high school or university the opportunities drop dramatically, and passive consumption usually replaces active participation. Yet sport ought not to be primarily only for professional players, to be enjoyed by sedentary spectators with beer and hot dogs. Deservedly, a professional sporting event will draw greater spectatorship than a loosely organized, all-inclusive game in the local park, but the latter should also be promoted for the happiness and health it brings. Life is that bit more loveable when you pass a field and see and hear a friendly team game with all ages and want to join in yourself.

Perfection can then retain its pedestal while active participation in more widespread, ordinary life is promoted. By contrast, letting the best be the enemy of the good increases the passivity of consumerism and its detracting effects. I suggest a corrective, inclusive attitude to creative participation by using an example from cooking that is applicable to many cultural activities. Everyone requires access to culinary skill, most attain it to some level, and society benefits if everyone can do it with some care. Still, there is a special pleasure in professional cuisine on one side that complements an equal and opposite pleasure and value in the home-made. Moreover, the two interact, as home-made achievements can evolve into professional innovations and vice versa. Such interpenetration of cultural poles is the crux of this essay, and the post-Kantian roots of this theory will be spelled out in the next section.

Much more needs to be done to foster a community-based ethos for artistic, sporting, and other cultural activities as a vibrant, local counterpart to both the out-of-reach perfections at the professional, international levels and the all-pervasive lures of passive consumerism. The out-of-reach status of perfectionist pursuits encourages the hot-dogs-and-cola response of passive consumption. Local promotion of a more widespread and active participation in art, sport, and culture should embrace a positive sense of imperfection, with its openness and inclusivity opposing and complementing the perfectionist approach. Such opposition is a productive, mutually enhancing tension. Not only does the one pole not cancel the other, there is no one without the other. I am simply arguing that greater attention needs to be paid to the local community and not just to the distant, venerated Olympians. Imperfection in this context denotes not failure of achievement but the loosening of limits and conditions that otherwise prevent widespread active participation.

Where the imperfectionist, inclusivist ethos is fostered, it is natural to make someone a card or gift, for example, or even to write them a song or create a dance rather than merely buying a mass-produced item. Embracing imperfection leads to expressing values and relations by making and not just by picking a product. ‘Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers’ (Wordsworth, ‘The World is Too Much with Us’). Instead of a society of easy consumers, imagine everyone you know becoming in some sense or other a maker or ‘makar’ (that lovely Scots word for ‘poet’). The concept of a shared ethos at work here is something more central—and centring—than a high ideal, perfectionist attempts to reach it, or consumer products advertised as catering to that ideal. While any attempt at creativity or active participation is almost always possible abstractly, the inclusivist ethos brings a more achievable set of possibilities within reach. Facilitating interconnections and pooling information between societies and institutions would facilitate this aim.

Some examples of community-based endeavours to broaden the inclusivist ethos include community centres and youth clubs, workplace and local teams for football, rugby, table tennis, and the like, repair cafés, and the men’s sheds and women’s sheds movements, which share woodworking skills and similar crafts. Another initiative promoting the inclusionist ethos is the ‘Silver Service’ in Japan, which gives old age pensioners the chance to work at an hourly rate performing tasks that they know well, such as helping with young children, gardening, cleaning up a home. This scheme, to paraphrase Shakespeare’s Portia, benefits those that give and those that receive, as it forges intergenerational and community relations, passes on skills and knowledge, and meaningfully affirms the value of people who are officially retired.

These groups and schemes carry an ethos of mentoring, camaraderie, friendly rivalry, and fun, but they still form far less of the social fabric than their opposition in the consumerist forms of supermarket chains, television programming, streamed entertainment, and online shopping and browsing. Consumerist mass culture offers tokens of ideals prepared with a kind of perfectionism—usually that of uniformity and a polish or finish that renders the product ‘closed’—that detracts from an ethos of active participation.

Imperfectionist aestheticians refuse to strive too far for a high degree of formal perfection understood as finishing to a thorough completion. They oppose perfectionism for aesthetic and sometimes ethical reasons. The ethical shortcomings of perfectionism lie in promoting homogeneity, polish, conformity, and a self-contained finish to the neglect of humane qualities such as openness, inclusion, humility, non-conformity, and acceptance. Imperfectionism is not proposed here, however, as superior to perfectionism, but rather as adding a balance essential for generating an ethos of openness and inclusivity that is participatory and not only spectatorial or otherwise passive.



2. Examples: Imperfectionism and Inclusion as Ideals in Improvised Music

In Charles Mingus’s improvisational works, there is a compositional structure (though no score) that he would teach band members, usually from the piano or bass. Disparaging the composition-improvisation dichotomy as false, he understood his kind of improvisation as ‘spontaneous composition’. As Mingus attested:


I always wanted to be a spontaneous composer. I thought I was, although no one’s mentioned that. I mean critics or musicians.

(Let My Children Hear Music)



Asked why he plays so many notes, John Coltrane said, shortly after the release of Giant Steps:


the reason I play so many … I’m trying so many things at one time … I have a whole bag of things that I’m trying to work through and get the one essential, you know, and I just—



When pressed to say if he is playing everything he hears in his mind, he answers:


there are some set things that I know … harmonic devices that … will take me out of the ordinary path … But … I’m not familiar with them enough yet to take the one single line through them so I play all of them—you know, trying to acclimate my ear, so I can hear.

(Coltrane, radio interview)



Coltrane’s metaphor of drawing many lines rather than ‘take the one single line through’ suggests a pencil sketcher’s feeler lines reaching forward to intuit and test the possible shapes of the spontaneous composition.

In Coltrane’s account of sonic sketching, one might infer that the desired course is to draw at once the clean, ‘one single line’. Yet he makes it equally clear that this is impossible within the creative vitality of ‘trying so many things at once’. Coltrane’s creative style is essentially, and not only contingently, a jostling, searching, and yearning in the most ardent aesthetic manner. Creative pressure towards an anticipated and still only dimly intuited form is not only authentic, but it also forces originality. William Shakespeare describes this creative pressure of the teeming mind—while Lucrece is ‘hovering o’er the paper with her quill’—as being ‘Much like a press of people at a door’ through which ‘Throng her inventions, which shall go before’ (Rape of Lucrece, lines 1301–2). Highly original combinations are formed and fuse together in a necessity that only occurs when catching inspiration on the wing, the creator apparently in full flight.

Coltrane could hardly return to one of those spontaneous compositions to erase the fuzzy, forward-feeling pencil lines, to use his analogy, and then draw the clean, ‘one single line’ again in ink because the vitality would be gone. The crucible that held the work together in the forge of the creative moment would have lost its critical heat. One might theoretically allow that if Coltrane could have gone back to draw that ‘one single line’, he would have, but this hypothetical conjecture is practically useless. A theoretical distinction might be drawn between those imperfectionists who would never return to make corrections because it would destroy the vitality of the work and those who would but do not because it is impossible. Practically, however, it is no distinction at all. The forward-feeling sketch lines remain, forming the throng through which inventions pass.

From Coltrane’s necessity in including his intuitive ‘sketch lines’, I move to a creative example that is more clearly relevant to the ethos of social inclusion. This example is an experimental music-making called ‘conduction’, where individual voices are not subsumed into the whole and no finishing, polishing, or returning to make corrections takes place. Instead, perspectives shift between individual performers and the group. Conduction was pioneered by jazz musician and composer Lawrence D. ‘Butch’ Morris. Morris was keenly aware of how aesthetic aims and practices affect the group and even the wider social ethos. His method of conduction allows for a conductor-centred composition to be created on the fly, with the performing musicians having leeway to interpret the composing conductor’s directions given as gesticulations and hand signs that allow a kind of copying and pasting of passages and themes during the performance. Beyond blurring the distinction between composition and improvisation, this method is also explicitly concerned with the social message of aesthetic inclusion and the orchestration of different voices in a shared space. Butch Morris’s word ‘conduction’ fuses conducting and direction, but also implies the drawing of heat both as physical energy and as social agitation. In his liner notes to his first album, he explains this aspect of conduction as naming ‘the physical aspect of communication and heat’ concerning ‘hot’ social issues, as in the title of his first conduction Current Trends in Racism in Modern America (A Work in Progress).

His ideas are at least as apt as they were in 1985, and conduction is regularly practised now by composers, including Steve Beresford, who has worked with conduction since performing in Morris’s ensemble (Testament) and Tyshawn Sorey with the ensemble Alarm Will Sound (e.g. Autoschediasms). As public attention moves from individual Twitter voices to great murmurations of choral tweets and retweets, trends in racism in modern America remain a work in progress, always improvised. Critic Howard Mandel (review) notes that:


In this music, as in American race relations, individuals’ actions matter, but are simultaneously subsumed into a larger ensemble sound, a field of social projections. Particular individual and social reactions may be requested or even ordered, but not completely specified or successfully executed. To believe it’s possible to exert total control over an outpouring of music or advance of history is both illusory and by definition dictatorial.



Though containing more conductor directions, Morris’s conductions are methodically related to Coltrane’s method in his ground-breaking record Ascension (1966). Ascension is a loosely directed, brass plus rhythm section improvisation that alternates ensembles with solos that are largely undirected, save only that Coltrane asked each of the ten soloists (in Edition II; 11 in Edition I) to finish in a crescendo. A very social and uplifting living work of art results in this free jazz that ascends together and individually. Coherence arises naturally rather than being worked into a mould. Coltrane’s intention was consciously spiritual, aiming to create an ascension of different voices in a work that includes seemingly stray lines in almost all moments, yet performed so the possibility for different directions remains alive at any moment. Taken as a whole, however, from start to finish, everything ascends in a sonic account of a redemption participated in by all. While Morris’s work might not have this explicitly spiritual direction, both works experimentally and powerfully embody the American ideal of e pluribus unum (out of many, one).

Coltrane’s Ascension and Morris’s Current Trends in Racism are each directed in ways that retain individual leeway as essential to improvised ensemble expression. Conductor-composer directions guide individually creative and divergent strands and expressions, and this supports the ethos of inclusion through an aesthetic of imperfection that remains in dynamic tension with the directed, linear pole of perfection.



3. Schema: Ethics and Aesthetics Shaping Ethos

Imperfectionists do not oppose excellence or aesthetic virtues such as beauty. The point is rather that these are pursued while embracing spontaneity, openness to the unexpected or the natural, and inclusive participation. While musical improvisation provides many striking examples of this, the most instantaneous form of spontaneous composition is street photography. There is a striking distinction in this field between a style exemplified by Gary Winogrand, with wonky horizontals and heads cut off, and the aesthetic of Henri Cartier-Bresson, whose work reveals an elegant geometry dependent on an immediately recognizable formal precision. It is tempting to divide these styles into the aesthetics of perfection and imperfection. But despite Winogrand’s skewed horizontals, there is always a vertical he attends to. Whatever Winogrand cut off and whatever popular or traditional photographic rules he broke, there are principles carried through that perfect the execution within the rules of the new form that he created. He thus achieves a balance between perfectionism and imperfectionism and opens up a new level, where the best executed of his own works can nonetheless be seen as flawed on a simplistic view but, when the work is more fully appreciated, as uniting the perfect and the imperfect in finding principles beyond rules.

Returning to everyday participation, the poles of elite, perfectionist pursuit on one side and local, amateur activity on the other in sport, art, and other cultural forms are opposites not contraries. They exist along the same dimension and do not cancel each other out. Like all such polarities, according to philosophers that include Immanuel Kant and Georg Hegel, they are opposites that support each other. As Hegel and his British contemporary Samuel Taylor Coleridge argued, both developing this idea from their common source Jakob Boehme,2 such polarities are interpenetrative, each involving the other, realizing the same dimension of power and potential.
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