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Preface

This book on the history of Western art has an unlikely origin. It stems from a concern that arose in the writing of a dissertation on Chinese Daoism. The nature of that concern and its importance to the study of art history is illustrated by reference to two events. Although anecdotal, those events are more than merely personal. They illustrate the power and influence of a particular contemporary paradigm for scholarship, culture, indeed life, and that paradigm’s inadequacy.

While in residence at the Freer Gallery of Art under the auspices of a Smithsonian Fellowship I casually asked a renowned Sinologist a question that was lingering in my mind: Is Daoism true? By that was meant, do the ideas and values expressed particularly in the Chinese classic, the Dao De Jing (The Way and Its Virtue) provide genuine insight into how the world and life work? Although this question seemed vital (and still does), it was rebuffed as an inappropriate scholarly concern. But Daoist art advocates Daoist belief. The makers or patrons of Daoist art believed (and still do) in the Daoist values depicted via their art; to assume otherwise is to assume massive ignorance or a conspiracy of hypocrisy or malevolence. So to deliberately avoid addressing the validity of those beliefs is to deny the intrinsic meaning of that art. To study Daoist thought and art without evaluating their claims to truth is not then an act of scholarship. Rather, it is an act of violence. By omission or commission it destroys the intrinsic meaning of the work of art and the possible validity of the tradition of which it is a part.

The second event that served in the genesis of this text resulted from my concern that in ignoring the truth claims of Daoism (or those of any work of fine art), contemporary scholarship tacitly substitutes a different cultural perspective to that which is intrinsic to the art being studied. In a critique of the first draft of my dissertation, a respected philosopher and member of the committee wrote:

It is wrongly supposed that science does not explain anything, presumably because it doesn’t arrive at or presuppose cosmic purposes. If a lawful explanation of an occurrence—an eclipse of the moon, for example—isn’t an explanation, what is it?

I responded in writing as follows:

...To say an explanation of an occurrence is an explanation seems not to tell us much, and that which is lawful to an empiricist is often distinct from that which is lawful to a metaphysician. But the question is raised: what is it? I would suggest that it is a description given the title of explanation. An eclipse of the moon may be described (or empirically explained) as the result of the earth blocking out the sun, but why do these planets pursue their paths? Metaphysical explanations include God, the Buddha, and the Tao. And those explanations reflect intellectual traditions which from an empirical viewpoint (…doesn’t arrive at or presuppose cosmic purposes.) must be viewed as subjective.

… using a methodology which considers descriptions to be explanations, to investigate a system of thought and its art (Taoism) which holds explanations to be beyond the descriptive, results in the tacit denial of the latter’s objective validity.

Should this understanding be in error, correction would be most graciously received. However, a persuasive argument addressing this issue has not yet been made available. I accept the authority of the department in determining the philosophical position proper to the pursuit of knowledge. Nevertheless, until this issue is resolved, that authority seems to be based not upon a desire for knowledge, but rather, upon the propagation of dogma.

Years of subsequent research on the methodology of contemporary Art History1 provides in hindsight an understanding of what was, and still is, at issue: The pursuit of truth, once central to the fine arts and humanities has largely been abandoned. It has been replaced by the pursuit of facts, feelings, and style. With reason no longer seeking knowledge of reality, scientific facts and our emotional manipulation of those facts purportedly provides our lives with meaning. To this view, facts are understood to be objective, but how we put those facts together in understanding reality and life is subjective. In other words, in science, ethics, and art, the pursuit of knowledge is limited to a constructed aesthetic vision. The result is an alleged subjective-objectivity where if truth and reason are acknowledged at all, they are confused with power.

This aesthetic pursuit is commonly viewed as both factually objective and emotionally meaningful. But reflection suggests that it is neither. The assumption that scholarship is dedicated to the pursuit of facts, and those facts are put into constructed narratives, offers us but a superficial intellectual content. It mandates a dogmatic relativism that presupposes and therefore mandates – and teaches—that knowledge beyond the factual is a matter of aesthetic preference or experience, and from an aesthetic perspective reality is meaningless and purposeless. Purposeless, that is, but for existential acts of will. Those acts may result in arbitrarily constructed lifestyles, or lifestyles that are held to be a matter of our empirical identity based on race, gender, or economic class. In either case we pay no heed to the question of whether or not such acts (or works of fine art) are true to a meaningful reality. By its presumption of a purposeless world this existentialist viewpoint reduces life to mere self expression and self realization, and limits thought to mere willful rationalization, or a will to power. It thus reduces culture to calculations of power and fine art to entertainment, therapy, or propaganda.2

The pursuit of truth is the pursuit of knowledge of reality, of Being, and that knowledge affects us on personal, social, and most importantly, ontological levels. The last is most important because lacking a ground in meaningful reality, personal and social opinions are functionally the expression of arbitrary power. The pursuit of quality, of wisdom, of knowledge of that which is true and good then makes no sense. But bereft of the possibility of quality, our lives must necessarily be meaningless. Lacking the pursuit of truth, of some degree of knowledge of what is true and good, the fine arts and humanities necessarily lack intellectual and cultural grounding and purpose. Fields of study such as philosophy, music, art, and history are therefore trivialized, and brutalized.

But for art history the denial of purpose and quality is fundamentally destructive; as a matter of historical record, such a mandate contradicts the intrinsic meaning of virtually all of the fine art produced around the world prior to the last two hundred years in the West. In contrast to the Modernism and Postmodernism3 of that period, the fine art of Daoism and Buddhism, Classicism and Christianity (to cite but a few) all attempt to explain a purposeful world and life. To reduce all such attempts to nostalgic fact and mere personal or cultural opinion is neither inevitably nor necessarily correct. And it certainly is not tolerant.

Aesthetics center on facts, feelings, and style with the practical consequence (after a Kantian interregnum) that culture is a construct based on power. In contrast, beauty is traditionally associated with the attempt to understand a purposeful reality. Beauty is found in or via meaningful Being. That attempt is ultimately an intellectual rather than a willful endeavor. It is cognitive rather than coercive.

With the denial of objective truth there has also been a denial of an objective, meaningful reality, or Being. Consequently, there is a reduction of goodness and beauty to a matter of identity, of willful aesthetic experience; that reduction denies the possibility of civil and responsible conversation. If our cultural beliefs are a matter of identity, of willful preferences or experiences, then those beliefs are but preferences that can be asserted, or attacked, but never civilly evaluated—for such intellectual evaluation is beyond the purview of the merely willful. As explained later, being is transformed into a meaningless and therefore brutal becoming.

The reduction of meaning to willful assertion denies the possibility of goodness and beauty, and our ability to search for and discuss such possible knowledge. We are thereby required to perceive the world and life via a willful aesthetic metaphysics. The end result is a focus that is dogmatically existentialist. This existentialist viewpoint occurs in Modernist and concludes in Postmodernist modes.

The tragic irony is that the assumption of a purposeless world is not an avoidance of metaphysics. Both Modernism and Postmodernism presume a metaphysical belief; as a statement of faith they foundationally presume a relativistic denial of any possibility of understanding an objective purpose and quality in life. Be they Modernist or Postmodernist, it is concurred that there is no being, no objective transcendent truth of which we can have any precious degree of knowledge. The lack of objectivity results in the dominance of subjectivity, where public culture is the result of the will. Those with a lingering sense of civility cling to the notion that the will must therefore be good. They conclude that culture occurs as the result of a benevolent sociology.

This premise has the appearance of civility, but even if such a (Kantian or Rousseavean) will could be recognized as benevolent, which as we later shall see is at the very least deeply problematical, a culture based upon the benevolent will remains unable to objectively discuss much less discern qualitative distinctions. It hence remains blind to (being) goodness —and benevolence—yet is committed to freedom (becoming). But freedom without goodness is meaningless or worse. In willfully advocating a goodness that it cannot understand, a dogmatic relativism remains blind to the possibility of its own banality, malevolence, and decay.

This inability to pursue knowledge of goodness—and beauty—blurs the qualitative distinction between civilization and barbarism, between justice and legality, between fine art and the trivial or malevolent. It conflates truth with power, goodness with sensitivity, and beauty with aesthetics. As such it fails to provide justification for fine art, scholarship, and even civilization. Lacking the ability to perceive quality, fine art and culture descend to the realms of mere material culture, sociological fact, and subjective lifestyles.

This denial of the possibility of knowing anything of objective value, of benevolent being, of goodness and beauty, is seen by the subjectivist as key to freedom from dogma. But it condemns us to the dogma of relativism and to a tyranny of violent banality. Lacking the possibility of even a degree of knowledge of objective goodness and beauty, only the will remains, and in a society of competing wills, violence and coercion replace responsible freedom as the norm. Indeed, the abandonment of the pursuit of Truth is an abandonment of the possibility of meaningful conversation. We cannot conscientiously pursue the good when the good cannot be understood, and therefore there is nothing to discuss, only things to assert. As discussed below, when meaning is equated with mere existence, our beliefs are a matter of identity, of our individual or group experiences which establish what we are. But when belief is defined as identity, then disagreement can only be personally destructive. The inability to evaluate and discuss meaning violates essential and foundational qualities intrinsic to being human.

Around the world, and through history, fine art has perennially been distinguished by its very attempt to transcend entertainment, therapy, or propaganda. It is marked by a serious attempt to discern what purpose the world and our lives enjoy. And particularly in the West it has been dedicated to the realization of responsible freedom, where being and becoming harmonize. But today ignoring those attempts or assuming their irrelevance or failure is as commonplace as it is tragic.

The writing of this text begins with the question: Why is the pursuit of truth (be it called Dao, Dharma, God, Logos, Ideal, etc) no longer acceptable in academic circles? Examination of this question requires an extensive and critical reconsideration of the intellectual history of Western (and in this text, Eastern) culture. It requires that we attempt to understand—and critique—our current abandonment of the attempt to understand reality and life.4 As such it is a task that requires that we escape the limitations of the aesthetic mindset. As the following pages attempt to establish, such reconsideration reveals that the shift from the pursuit of truth to the pursuit of facts and feelings is indeed a shift from the pursuit of beauty to that of aesthetics. It is a shift with profound political and social consequences in that it marks a move away from principle to power, from virtue to violence, from responsible freedom to narcissism, coercion, and nihilism. And it is a shift to which there is an alternative.

A number of writers have argued for a progressive resistance to Modernist and Postmodernist dogma. Examples in the field of Asian studies are Ananda Coomaraswamy, Edward Conze, and more recently Jonathan Chaves. In a a Western context, Alasdair McIntyre and Thomas Molnar have similarly resisted such conformity of thought, belief, and scholarly practice. Although they have not framed their efforts as such, they have indeed resisted an aestheticization of culture. In different ways they have remained committed to the pursuit of beauty.

So the requirement that Daoism be studied without concern for the ontological validity of Daoism has led to a study of the ontological claims of Modernism and Postmodernism. The conclusion offered is that Western culture and scholarship are now deeply existentialist; mandated is a purposeless aesthetic of life where feeling is confused with thinking and the pursuit of power is dangerously confused with the pursuit of truth and freedom. This aesthetic heavily relies upon the false Kantian assertion that a good will can be discerned even if goodness cannot be understood. It is a Modernist assertion that, as the Postmodernist Nietzsche presciently noted, cannot be defended.

The narrative of this History of Art is not informed by Modernist and Postmodernist relativism. It is limited neither to an aesthetic of alleged tolerance, nor an aesthetic of identity. As an alternative it initially offers a cosmopolitan pursuit of the true, good, and beautiful. It focuses on an attempt to understand reality (being) and time (becoming) via the history of art. That attempt is one where there is the recognition that substantively different cultural traditions exist, and that the truth claims of those traditions might actually be true in whole or part. It accepts that the Modernist-Postmodernist worldview might be true, but contrarily, so might be Daoism, or Classicism, or Christianity. As a matter of both theory and practice, it accepts that we can and ought to engage in an important conversation where facts and reasoning permit us to evaluate the various truth-claims that compete for our belief and actions.

But to avoid slipping yet again into the relativism and barbarism of a values-clarification approach, a further step is taken. The narrative of this text will show how the history of art parallels the intellectual history of Western culture, and how those parallels affect both aesthetics and ethics. It will show how an aesthetics of fact, feeling, and power, has gradually superceded intelligible beauty and goodness in the public realm, and how that development is neither inevitable nor morally or culturally beneficial. A solution offered is to engage a viewpoint that does not privilege the notion of a purposeless cosmos. We seek to engage in a viewpoint that facilitates a pursuit of knowledge of reality, of beauty, rather than mandates an advocacy of a dogmatically aesthetic worldview.

The aesthetic worldview purports to be diverse, but is uniformly subjectivist. It concludes in but one option: that the will determines meaning, being is actually us becoming. In contrast, the pursuit of beauty accepts that there are many different traditions which offer very different understandings of reality and life. Not all of those traditions can be true, and it is our task to strive to decide which, in part or whole, is better. So the pursuit of beauty is substantively diverse, whereas the advocacy of aesthetics is not.

Whereas aesthetics denies the possibility of beauty, the pursuit of beauty does not deny the existence of aesthetics, or the importance of facts and feelings. It does, however, recognize that the realm of aesthetics is not as profound, not as meaningful, as beauty. It posits a continuum from the aesthetic to the beautiful, a continuum that is as realistic as it is qualitative. As such it recognizes the influence passion has on reason but accepts that such influence is not necessarily subjectivist or obscurantist. It is a viewpoint that recognizes not only fine art and ethics, but history itself, as more than an aesthetic construct or a narrative of oppression, coercion, and power. That viewpoint is not one facing a choice between the secular and the religious. It is a viewpoint that aspires to understand reality, resulting in responsible freedom, and the possibility of a glimpse of beauty—and wisdom—without insisting upon its way.

Notes

1. That research was introduced in my article, “A Winter Landscape: Reflections on the Theory and Practice of Art History,” Art Bulletin, LXVIII, no. 3 (September, 1986): 467-79.

2. For a discussion see: Arthur Pontynen, “Beauty and the Enlightened Beast,” American Outlook Magazine (2002), 37-40.

3. The terms Modernist and Postmodernist here refer to the single tradition beginning with Kant and continuing with those who start with a departure from his system: Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche (and his many contemporary epigones). This is discussed in Arthur Pontynen, “Oedipus Wrecks: PC and Liberalism” Measure 113 (February, 1993): 1-4.

4. Ananda Coomaraswamy, Christian and Oriental Philosophy of Art (New York: Dover Publications, 1956), 30: “The study of art, if it is to have any cultural value, will demand two far more difficult operations than [aesthetic appreciation], in the first place an understanding and acceptance of the whole point of view from which the necessity for the work arose, and in the second place a bringing to life in ourselves of the form in which the artist conceived the work and by which he judged it. The student of art, if he is to do more than accumulate facts, must also sacrifice himself: the wider the scope of his study in time and space, the more must he cease tobe a provincial…He must rather love than be curious about the subject of his study.” Coomaraswamy’s work will be discussed below.




1
Introduction

The painting Dante and Virgil in Hell by Eugène Delacroix was exhibited in the French Salon of 1822. The painting attracted widespread and notorious attention. Some viewed it as a great advance in Western culture, whereas others viewed it as marking an ominous decline. The question of whether it marks an advance or a decline remains significant to the present. It is a question that centers on the issue of beauty.
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1 Delacroix, Dante and Virgil in Hell



The theme of the painting is literary, drawn from Dante’s great fourteenth-century masterpiece The Divine Comedy. More than literary, it is indeed a metaphysical exposition. It is concerned with presenting an understanding of reality and life. The story begins a week before Easter in the year 1300. Dante is depicted lost in a forest, threatened by a wolf, a lion, and a leopard. The forest represents the tangle of worldly cares, and the animals represent respectively greed, pride, and lust. The ancient Roman poet Virgil appears as a servant of the Blessed Virgin (Divine Mercy), St. Lucy (Grace), and Beatrice. A contemporary of Dante, Beatrice died at the age of twenty-five; it was she whom Dante loved, and it was her untimely death that Dante mourned.

According to the story, Virgil, as the personification of philosophy, has been instructed to guide Dante through Hell and Purgatory in his ascent to the spiritual realm where now dwells Beatrice. It is Beatrice who brings him to the gates of paradise where, having been denied happiness in the world, he seeks unification with the Divine happiness that transcends the world.

The Divine Comedy is widely recognized as a superb literary presentation of the beliefs of traditional Western culture. The conclusion of the book is expressed in its last lines: the realization that it is Divine Love that makes the world go round. The world rightly has meaning; it is informed by both Truth and Love and therefore is beautiful. But the world is also affected by the reality of freedom. Freedom makes possible the pursuit of what is true and good and it is love that inspires us to do so. Therefore, freedom is realized by loving God. But it is misused freedom that results in the pursuit of foolishness —or worse. As Augustine (354-430 AD), a primary influence on Dante, had earlier explained: misused freedom is love misplaced, and when love is misplaced, terrible consequences result.

Dante’s book presents an understanding of the world that is hierarchical and qualitative, and of life that is informed by responsible freedom. It is intellectually and culturally associated not only with the Augustinian tradition, but also with Scholasticism. It concludes that we must strive to rise above the folly of this imperfect world to obtain a glimpse of reality in all of its truth and goodness. We strive to obtain a glimpse of beauty; becoming seeks being. That striving occurs in this world as a matter of time and degree, but the goal remains transcendently constant and divine. It is a beatific vision that is pursued.

Delacroix’s painting depicts Dante crossing the river Styx with Virgil, who initially guides him during his ascending journey from Hell to Purgatory, eventually reaching the realm of Truth and Love, of being. The boat in which stand Dante and Virgil is surrounded by the damned, by those who are condemned to suffer the consequences of their own misused freedom and misplaced passions. In terrible suffering they surround the boat in their agony.

What then did some of Delacroix’s contemporaries find so disturbing about his painting? Those who agree with Dante’s explanation of reality and life find little comfort in Delacroix’s work. Delacroix selected a traditional theme with a moral and spiritual content, but then includes discordant notes in it. To the viewer’s right in the painting is Phlegyas, the boatman, attempting to steer the craft to the far shore. But to a person familiar with ancient art, his torso is a duplication of the famous sculptural fragment from the Hellenistic period, the Belvedere Torso. That torso is not recognizable as having any connection to Dante or Virgil or the pursuit of Truth and Love and Beauty. It was readily recognizable however as part of the collection of the Vatican Museum in Rome. The use of the Belvedere Torso in this painting is clearly out of context; it lurches us out of the realm of allegory and metaphysics, into one that is aesthetic and historicist. It is aesthetic in that it appeals merely to the emotions; it is historicist in that it offers no vital and enduring positive ideals.

The Belvedere Torso is recognized as an aesthetic object dating to a particular time and place. Its inclusion thereby changes this painting from a metaphysical and moral drama to an artificial aesthetic construct. No longer is the painting a window by which to obtain a glimpse of a timeless moral and spiritual realm. It is a constructed composition of artistic imagery that suits the whims and experiences of the artist, offering its viewers a temporal, nostalgic, aesthetic voyeurism.

To drive home this point, it is significant to note that Delacroix famously altered the painting by applying some dabs of pure color on the torso of one of the damned. The application of primary pigments to the work is significant. It indicates a shift from the idea that a painting or a literary work attempts to explain the purpose of reality and life. The application of primary colors on this canvas emphasizes that this object is just that—an object on which paint is applied. It is not metaphysical, it is physical, its meaning is not perennially valid, but at best temporal; it is not explanatory, it is factual and emotional. It is aesthetic.

Aesthetics emphasizes feelings, as does the nineteenth-century tradition Romanticism. Delacroix was a Romantic—and so too was Dante, of a sort. Instructive is how they differ in their understanding of love, and history. The Divine Comedy makes clear that truth and love actually do make the world go round. By that is meant that Love is ontological, and has an intellectual and qualitative as well as emotional content. It offers the belief that eternal Truth, Goodness, and Love can be pursued; as Augustine explained, just as a song is first learned then sung, love is first understood and then lived. In both art and life, purpose is recognized to exist and is then pursued; that pursuit is literally for the love of beauty. It is a pursuit (becoming) that cannot merely be temporal and emotional; it must involve ontological truth and love (being). It cannot merely be aesthetic and historicist; it involves a temporal manifestation of the eternal, a reconciling of the contingent with the purposeful. When the contingent is dedicated to the trivial or brutal, it is understood to be misplaced love. Indeed, misplaced love evidences our ability to misuse freedom. The result of such misuse is to live out of sync with a beautiful reality; it is to exist in the realm of the damned.

What then of Delacroix? To the point, Delacroix’s painting was condemned by some for its overt emotionalism. As a contemporary of Beethoven,1 Delacroix contributed to and was influenced by the nineteenth-century artistic phenomenon known as Romanticism. He once declared that color is painting, and emotion rather than intellect is supreme. He departs from the company of Dante by asserting a diminution of intellect, where reason is subservient to or a mask for emotion. Reason is traditionally recognized as a means of attempting to understand reality (being) and life (becoming); for Dante reason combines with love when we seek contact with a purposeful cosmos. But when reason is reduced to a matter of aesthetics, then it is reduced to mere rationalization—or experience—where we boldly justify what we feel, desire, and will to be good.

This results in multiple problems for Dante, and for us. In declaring reason a mask for emotion or power, we deny Dante’s belief that reason and love are real, forming a transcendent unity worth seeking. By reducing reason to emotion, truth becomes a matter of how we feel. We thereby eliminate the space between the subject who attempts to understand, and the object to be understood. When that space between subject and object is denied, then our freedom and ability to seek understanding of reality is denied. When reality cannot be understood, then conversation in the pursuit of meaning is replaced by assertions of opinion—and power.

When the space between subject and object is denied, the notion of culture, ethics, and fine art is also denied. But it makes no sense to say that within culture (and politics) there is no space in the public realm; when knowledge is denied, then the public square is filled by skepticism, irony, and violence. As later discussed in detail, an alleged subjective-objectivity is key to Modern and Postmodern culture. Objective reality is replaced by a subjective-objectivity, in which truth, or objective being, or a transcendent God, are progressively replaced by an alleged transcendent self. But it is a chronological (kronos) rather than qualitative (kairos) progression. It marks an empty passage of time, rather than one filled with meaning.2 When reality and culture are held to be the temporary products (kronos) of competing alleged transcendent selves, competing demi-gods, then public culture is reduced to violence and conflict, and thus denied.3

For example, what does Delacroix’s painting mean? Beyond the particular facts involved, the painting either means what we feel it means, or it means something as a distinct object of our consciousness. But if it means what we feel it means, if we construct its meaning, then we embrace a self-deification where truth is a matter of how we feel and rationalize. This eliminates the possibility of any degree of objective knowledge of reality since for such knowledge to be obtained, subject and object cannot be identical.4 If we assume that they are identical, then the object is that which we feel and construct it to be. We thereby abandon the attempt to comprehend Delacroix’s painting; beyond its basic facts, its meaning is determined by us.

This results in a type of skepticism, but not one dedicated to humility and a denial of dogma. In contrast to the skepticism of the Socratic (and Confucian) tradition, which produces the humility necessary in the attempt to understand the world and life, we have here a skepticism that denies the value of humility—or of understanding reality. Rather, it presents the dogma that truth cannot be known, only made. We thereby abandon love, which (as explained by Plato) is the desire to embrace beauty—which is the splendor of wisdom. When meaning is reduced to feeling, then a nihilistic skepticism results; love and beauty are reduced to an aesthetic pursuit of the self. As Dante observes, this path leads to the realm of the damned.

Delacroix’s approach to history was famously torn between Traditionalism and Modernism, between the pursuit of truth, goodness, and beauty and the aesthetic pursuit of facts and feelings. This conflict is evident in his painting Dante and Virgil in Hell. It is traditional in theme but its depiction is decisively Modernist in substance. Delacroix advances what can be termed empirical scholasticism: the mass accumulation of descriptive facts and subjective explanations.5 By pursuing an aesthetic vision of reality and life Delacroix contributes to the ultimate rejection of both Dante’s cultural vision and the traditional pursuit of beauty. Rejected as well is the assumption that the world and life are or can be purposeful. Instead is advocated a purposeless, aesthetic temporality where there is no space between subject and object which permits understanding, freedom, and love to occur. Instead, beyond the sphere of fact, the meaning of the painting (and of reality) is reduced to subjective coercive opinion. Knowledge of reality (being) is denied, and consequently, so too is responsible freedom (becoming). They are replaced by the will to power. Neither the fine arts nor the humanities therefore make much sense.

The central theme of this book on the history of art is that the rejection of beauty requires our embracing a subjective and therefore willful understanding of the universe and life. Either we (or Dante) really have a destination or we do not, and the Nietzschean conclusion of the aesthetic vision is the latter.6 The aesthetic vision thus requires us to accept the premise that life is purposeless, but for the fact of mere existence. But when existence becomes purpose then culture is indistinguishable from the mundane, the trivial, and the violent.

To accept that studying the history of art is meaningful is to rise above an existentialist aesthetic mindset. It is to accept the possibility that life ultimately is meaningful and makes sense. But it is now often taken for granted that Delacroix’s path is right: the pursuit of beauty and wisdom is no longer tenable. Such an assumption not only denies the importance of fine art and art history; it indicates a woeful provincialism by its presumption that the vast majority of fine art around the world and through time is wrong. An accurate assessment of the history of art reveals that Dante’s position is far more typical. Historically, fine art around the world and throughout time is consistently concerned not just with aesthetics, but primarily with beauty. Fine art is historically dedicated to the attempt to understand reality and life. But just as Delacroix critiques the content of The Divine Comedy, contemporary art and art history critiques most of the history of art by its rejection of the pursuit of beauty and wisdom. This is disturbing since in denying even the possibility of pursuing truth, goodness, and beauty, it typically denies both the intrinsic meaning of fine art objects, and it denies any significant reason for studying it. Indeed, an aesthetic world lacks objective meaning, and therefore limits belief to and in violence.7 Beyond a utilitarian or pragmatic need to be co-conspirators to gain ultimately meaningless advantage, there is scant need for culture, scholarship, or beauty, in an aesthetic and violent world. And there is certainly no ground, or space, for responsible conversation.

Should we follow Delacroix or can we emulate Dante in his quest for Beauty? As critical as these questions are to the quality of our lives, they are nonetheless obscured by the prevalence today of aesthetics. From an aesthetic viewpoint, there is no way to judge whether Delacroix or Dante is closer to the truth —because we know a priori that truth is a matter of aesthetic taste, and meaning is a matter of opinion or identity. If art is viewed aesthetically, then it is commonly viewed sociologically.8 If it is viewed only sociologically, then it cannot rise above the realm of willful assertion. Our willful assertions, or those of Delacroix or Dante, are then neither better nor worse.9 They merely exist, and the questions of right or wrong, truthful or false, beautiful or ugly, make no sense.

As evidenced by Delacroix’s painting, and by the cultural and political controversies that surround us today, the conflicts of our age typically pit traditionalism versus progressivism. Indeed, Delacroix’s painting is incoherently traditionalist and progressive; but neither traditionalism nor progressivism is today commonly dedicated to the pursuit of beauty and wisdom. Neither the conservative traditionalist nor the liberal progressive admit the possibility of obtaining a glimpse of wisdom and beauty. Their common denominator is an aesthetic vision where both tradition and innovation emanate from experience. As such, each is but a distinct type of fetish.

The crux of the matter is the participation by much of the political and cultural Right, and the Left, in the Modernist and Postmodernist antagonism towards beauty as the splendor of wisdom. Both deny the possibility that the world and life have objective purpose which to some precious degree can be understood. As evidenced by Delacroix, even when beauty is approached via traditionalism, it is now often approached aesthetically and sociologically; therefore it cannot offer a true alternative to aesthetics.

So it is inadequate to approach the problem of the abandonment of beauty and purpose as one of Traditionalism versus Progressivism, Conservatism versus Liberalism. Nor is it a conflict between religion and science. Religion is not just the subjective counterpart or antagonist to empirical science; it is the systematic attempt to make sense of our lives, and to comprehend reality. It is not whether we are religious. It is the question: which religion do we embrace?

That is the deeper issue, and it centers on the antagonism between the aesthetic mind, and the mind which seeks beauty and understanding; it is between the mind seeking knowledge of reality, of being, and the mind that seeks power. It is as disturbing as it is commonplace that advocacy of the pursuit of truth, goodness, and beauty is today seldom heard of from the political and cultural Left - or Right.10

The lack of that advocacy entails much more than just words and fashion. It involves practical consequences that are for better or for worse. The history of art centers on the question of the relationship of aesthetics and beauty in our lives. It centers on our attempt to understand the world and life as they occur in time. As such, that question is central to our cultural, ethical, and religious beliefs.

When the history of art centers on the pursuit of beauty, it is rightly recognized as centering on the pursuit of belief, and therefore centers on intellectual history; the pursuit of beauty and belief center on our continuing attempt to understand the world and life. However, when the history of art centers on aesthetics, then neither art history nor intellectual history can make much sense. They cannot make sense because aesthetics cannot perceive purpose and is thus unintelligible; it can only perceive the realm of fact, feeling, and style. Or to put it differently, for those who assume meaning to be a matter of opinion, it makes no sense to seek more (than) opinions. The difficulty is that it is only via beauty and reason that this can be understood, but today aesthetics convinces us that the pursuit of beauty makes no sense.

To the aesthetic mind the knowledge necessary for beauty is not possible to obtain, and therefore neither its need, nor even an awareness of its absence, is common. Beauty is thus condemned to the realm of aesthetics, even by those who advocate the importance of culture.11 But to advocate the importance of culture via an aesthetic vision is to deny what is necessary to culture, namely, the possibility of obtaining a glimpse of understanding of a meaningful world and life. And it denies our ability to purposefully discuss and debate that understanding without rancor. It is not that the aesthetic viewpoint should be rejected; rather it should be recognized as insufficient. Aesthetics alone simply fail to do enough. It commits us to a history, an art, and a life, informed not by meaning but by violence.

So why is it that for Delacroix and later Modernists the beatific vision of reality and life as articulated by Dante (and others) has become so suspect? To answer this question is to enter the realm of intellectual history, and thus to enter that of the history of beauty.12 It is to engage in an examination of the relationship of beauty and aesthetics spanning millennia. And it is to conclude in an advocacy of the idea that we can today pursue a qualitative continuum rising from the factual and aesthetic to the realm of wisdom and beauty. The choice is not between pursuing aesthetics, or beauty, in our scholarship, our activities, and our lives. We are limited neither to a dogmatic intellectual scholasticism nor a dogmatic empirical scholasticism. Nor are we limited to a choice between Traditionalism versus an allegedly progressive Modernism/ Postmodernism.13 Rather it is a matter of attempting to rise from an aesthetic of violence, to the love and beauty that permits responsible freedom.

These points warrant clarification and elaboration. However, what should be clear is that the outcome affects more than just the study of the history of art. It affects how we understand reality (being) and it affects how we live our lives (becoming). It is imperative to reestablish then the possibility of responsible freedom and thus our ability to escape the false conflicts today assumed to exist between aesthetics and beauty, tolerance and belief, action and ideal, the temporal and the enduring. It is essential that we reestablish the lofty pursuit of beauty.

Notes

1. Aldous Huxley says that it was Beethoven “who first devised really effective musical methods for the direct expression of emotion…he made possible the weakest sentimentalities of Schumann, the baroque grandiosities of Wagner, the hysterics of Scriabin; he made possible the waltzes of all the Strausses…. And he made possible, at a still further remove, such masterpieces of popular art as ‘You Made Me Love You.’” See: Robert S. Baker and James Sexton, The Complete Essays of Aldous Huxley (Chicago: Ivan Dee Publishers, 2002), Volume IV, 1936-38.

2. Andrew Benjamin and Peter Osborne, Walter Benjamin’s Philosophy. Destruction and Experience (London: Routledge, 1994), 10: “It is the distinction between fulfillment in historical time and the fulfillment of historical time which marks the difference between Heidegger and Benjamin. Benjamin identifies Heidegger’s understanding of historical time as tragic…”

3. Nietzsche argues in The Birth of Tragedy (1872), that culture is realized by the denial of purposeful knowledge. Apollo (reason) is judged but a mask for Dionysius (pleasure). In contrast, Dante recognizes the mystic realm where human intellect cannot comprehend Divine Truth, but in which case reason accepts the need for humility rather than asserting that reason is a tool of human will.

4. This idea is discussed in Thomas Molnar, God and the Knowledge of Reality (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1993), 74.

5. This term is coined and discussed in my article, “A Winter Landscape: Reflections on the Theory and Practice of Art History,” Art Bulletin, LXVIII, no. 3 (September, 1986): 467-79.

6. As evidenced, for example, by Samuel Beckett’s play, Waiting for Godot.

7. The assumption of a metaphysics of violence in Modernist-Postmodernist culture is explained in John Milbank, Theology and Social Theory. Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1995), 278ff.

8. Sociology can be pursued in either an aesthetic fashion or as a pursuit of beauty.

9. The Modernist claim that genius grants special authority, and the Postmodernist claim that power grants either the powerful—or the weak—special recompense, will be discussed later. The conclusion offered is that Nietzsche’s analysis in Beyond Good and Evil is accurate: claims of genius needlessly attempt to sanitize bald assertions of the will to power. But that analysis is also provincial by its assumption that Kantian Modernism is the necessary ground line for serious cultural scholarship.

10. As discussed below, both Burke and Kant are deeply aesthetic. For example, the influence of traditionalism is championed by Samuel P. Huntington (The Clash of Civilizations [1996]); the inevitability of modernism is advocated by Francis Fukuyama (The End of History and the Last Man (1992)). That both are today considered to be to some degree conservative (Stanley Kurtz, “The Future of History,” Policy Review, no.113 [June-July 2002]: 44), would be incomprehensible to Dante—or Confucius. We will return to a discussion of their ideas in later chapters.

11. Arthur Pontynen, “Art, Science, and Postmodern Culture,” American Outlook (November/December, 2000), 37: “The dilemma is that the Postmodernist habit of thinking trivializes the reasoning process by confusing thinking with feelings or power…Thus it blinds us to our own decline, and the nation becomes increasingly deaf to concepts such as beauty and justice.” The Victorians spoke much of beauty, but understood it aesthetically. For example, John Ruskin considered beautiful the material object which gives pleasure without intellect.

12. Aesthetic oriented intellectual histories are common. But they are fundamentally incoherent since aesthetics denies the possibility that the world has discernible objective purpose. See for example, Harry Elmer Barnes, An Intellectual and Cultural History of the Western World (New York: Dover Publications, 1967). The differences between the various available intellectual and cultural histories center on the fundamental choice of whether such a history aims at beauty or aesthetics. However, those few that in effect advocate beauty often do so by assuming the authority of religious doctrine (See: Hugh Black, Culture and Restraint (New York: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1901), Frederick Heer, An Intellectual History of Europe (Cleveland, OH: The World Publishing Company, 1953)) a precondition that is paradoxically aesthetic since it is grounded in the will. As discussed below, the association of faith with the will blossoms in the Baroque and flourishes in Postmodernity. For arguments lauding this development see Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Faith and Belief: the Difference between Them (Oxford: One World, 1979).

13. It is problematic to consider Modernist/Postmodernist aestheticism progressive since as an active tradition it now has dominated the course of several centuries, and as a cultural viewpoint it shares a common worldview with those whom Plato combated in the fifth century BC. For a discussion of early manifestations of aesthetic relativism see: Frederick Artz, The Mind of the Middle Ages (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980).




2
Art History and the Cultural Amnesia of Modernism and Postmodernism

In the midst of the multiple attractions and distractions of daily life, it is reasonable to wonder if a book on the history of art can warrant our attention. At first glance the history of art may not appear to be particularly vital to the needs and aspirations of most readers. Few aspire to a career in the fine arts; fewer yet aspire to becoming art historians. A vague notion that an appreciation of the arts is important might linger but without clarity or compelling justification. Despite these circumstances and obstacles, if done right, the study of art history is indeed both practical and inspirational. It can result in tangible good for those who choose to study it.

To state that art history is both practical and inspirational—if done right—is an invitation and a challenge. It offers that the study of art history can result in tangible good—if it is properly pursued. But the suggestion that art history should properly be pursued will elicit an indignant response by those who currently assume that it already is, or by those who assert that no objective standards can or ought to exist.

It is now worth noting that the discipline of art history currently alternates between two subjective standards; that is to say, it uniformly rejects the possibility of any objective standards. A subjective-objectivity now prevails, in which the selection of certain objects as works of art is viewed as an aesthetic matter. It relies upon assertions of taste, be they trivialized, or seen as a mark of genius or of identity. So the assumption that there are no objective standards does not deny that within the public realm some standards occur. What is problematic, however, is that if those public standards are subjective, then those standards are not really standards at all.

This denial of the possibility of objective standards necessitates standards that are subjective, but the idea of subjective standards makes little sense. So the suggestion that art history is both practical and inspirational if done right—is necessary for such a thing as art history to exist, and for that thing to be practical and inspirational. But within the context of contemporary culture such a suggestion is offensive. It is offensive because it contradicts that standard which today is so normative as to be largely unquestioned.

That standard which today is so normative as to be largely unquestioned is aesthetic. It is a standard that centers on facts, feelings, and power, and it is a standard that concludes in existentialism. It maintains that we are free to make choices, but there are no rational criteria for those choices since we live in a purposeless world. A consequence of this assumption of a purposeless world is the tacit denial of all traditions that hold otherwise. The assumption that there is no objective truth that we can rationally pursue prevents us from considering the possibility that we can pursue a truth that might be found. But when objective truth cannot be pursued, much less even dimly perceived, then public choices necessarily become a matter of coercive power alone. Consequently, the traditional notion of responsible freedom, of hoping to freely do the right or better thing, is replaced by a subjective-objectivity where we simply try to do our thing, or that required by others. Neither life nor art history are seen as pursuing an ideal which permits true standards to exist.

That aesthetic paradigm is clearly and forcefully advocated by the primary and seminal advocate of Modernism, Immanuel Kant; it concludes (via Hegel and Marx) in the Postmodern1 work of Friedrich Nietzsche and his many epigones, particularly Heidegger. The philosophical position of Kant is as influential as it is complex. His essential ideas are embraced by many even though few have read much less critiqued his writings. Kant’s approach to understanding science, ethics, and art will be discussed repeatedly through out this text. Initially, Kant’s position may be summarized by his twofold claim: there is the Categorical Imperative from which a rational yet willful morality stems, and the Hypothetical Imperative whereby we construct our own vision of reality and life. Correspondingly, Kant holds that morality ultimately stems from good will and tolerance, whereas science aims to offer individual facts that are to be put into constructed explanatory narratives. Consequently, scientism and emotivism are the Modernist paradigms of life and thought; culture and the humanities are thus trivialized.

Scientism presumes that only empirical scientific facts provide us with actual knowledge of reality and life. But since scientific facts are descriptive, then science can only perceive the universe descriptively. Consequently, the universe can only be understood aesthetically, as a matter of what rather than why. So it is not that scientism avoids metaphysics, that it avoids the question Why? Rather, scientism offers a metaphysical view of reality that is limited to the vision possible to physics. Metaphysics is thus reduced to aesthetics, and so too is knowledge. Since empirical science can only perceive a world without why, a world driven by random or willful chance, or by a presumed mechanical or biological necessity, it is methodologically blind to the pursuit of truth, wisdom, and beauty.

One consequence of this ideological view is that all attempts to use descriptive facts as part of an explanatory and purposeful narrative of reality and life are seen as mere constructions of the mind of an individual or group. So facts are objective (or at least are descriptions with a high degree of probability), but the meaning of reality and life is, or rather are, subjective. A subjective-objectivity thus prevails—even in science. The once common notion of science seeking objective facts is now given a twist: science seeks objective facts via an authoritative methodology, whereas culture centers on subjective, emotive experience. But since both citizen and scientist exist culturally, the pursuit of knowledge by natural science is subject to presumably different individual or cultural perspectives of reality and life.2 So too with the recognition of fine art.

So whereas beauty assumes a variety of substantively different attempts to comprehend the world, the aesthetic notion is that all attempts to comprehend the world are a matter of fact and opinion. Within this subjective-objectivity there is no knowledge beyond meaningless fact, chance, or mechanical or biological necessity. This constitutes a shift from beauty to aesthetics, but it is important to recognize that this is also a significant step on the path towards folly—and tragedy. By reducing the pursuit of knowledge to the pursuit of individual facts and subjective experience, all attempts to comprehend the meaning of reality and life are condemned to be a matter of meaningless fact and meaningless subjective experience. And when knowledge is reduced to meaningless experience, or to a subjective-objectivity, then reality, life, and art are reduced to expressions of power and violence.

Power and violence have indeed been advocated by various Postmodernist factions who assume that in a meaningless world, self-realization and self-expression offer meaning and lead to an earthly paradise. But if culture is but a matter of power, then culture is reduced to a narcissistic violence, a realm where we are condemned to contend with competing appetites, all equally valid and therefore all equally unimportant. A realm where there can be no transcendent qualitative values, no ethics, and therefore no love, justice, or beauty. Culture serves then as a narcissistic mirror reflecting a subjective-objectivity; for those seeking beauty, that reflection provides a glimpse of the folly of purposeless desire—which by definition is incapable of obtaining contentment. The self-conscious gaze of the subjective-objective mind can only perceive an aesthetic self—and therefore becomes unconscious of reality. As Dante would observe, it thereby fails to escape the folly of competing desires because its aesthetic vision cannot obtain a glimpse of beauty.

As discussed in detail below, contrary to the position of Dante, Nietzsche argues for just such self-expression and self-realization as remedies to the malaise of meaninglessness. He declares that Apollo (reason) is Dionysius (pleasure) in disguise, that attempts to understand reality are but masks for power. But a different analysis is offered by Classical mythology: should Apollo (reason) and Aphrodite (beauty) be denied, then the Giants (chaos) prevail—and both the cosmos and culture die. Both Dante and traditional Classicists clearly differ from the Postmodernist Classicism of Nietzsche. Either culture is based on wisdom or it is indistinct from arbitrary power. But if the latter is correct, then the necessary and anti-intellectual result is that our lives center on a meaningless pursuit of pleasure and power, while culture, fine art, and the humanities matter little—if at all.

In contrast to the tradition stemming from Kant and leading to Nietzsche (via Hegel, Kierkegaard, and Marx), a primary and clear justification for studying art history is that as self-conscious beings we have the duty and responsibility of freely attempting to understand the world and our role in the world. As self-conscious beings we cannot avoid making conscious choices, for better or for worse, and those choices profoundly affect our lives. That it is part of the human condition to freely attempt to accurately comprehend the world and live accordingly is central to a wide variety of cultural traditions, even, idiosyncratically, to Modernism and Postmodernism. What is peculiar is the Modernist and Postmodernist trivialization of this aspect of the human condition. For Kant and Nietzsche the attempt to obtain some degree of knowledge of a purposeful reality and life is reduced to a subjective-objectivity. We will see that this results in knowledge being aestheticized, and a purposeless self-expression, self-realization, and self-destruction, reigns.

Those dedicated to the pursuit of beauty maintain that we ought not to engage in the folly and hubris of attempting to make the objective world an extension of the self. Rather, we should freely seek knowledge of reality. Since we cannot help but draw upon our thoughts when faced with making decisions and choices, our understanding of the world affects the decisions we make in our daily lives. Such ethical decision-making is at the core of the notion of responsible freedom, and this practical pursuit of wisdom is central to most traditions around the world. Based upon their understanding of how the world works, Buddhists, Classicists, Confucians, and Christians (to name but a few), will respond differently to social and cultural issues. It should be obvious that those differences in behavior are influenced by differences in belief. Yet the notion that responsible freedom and belief are at the foundation of that which we call culture is now contested. Scientism and emotivism reduce culture to fact and feeling, in which an alleged Kantian tolerance vies with Postmodernist notions of authenticity. Their shared presumption is that knowledge of reality and life is really a matter of aesthetic taste, be it indifferent, or central to one’s identity. But this is incoherent since tolerance and identity are incompatible, and both reject all traditions that believe in beauty.

Those who deny that conscious choices and responsible freedom are important variously maintain that what we do is determined by (1) nature or nurture, or (2) consists of unfettered acts of the will, or (3) that human rationality provides us with an ethic of tolerance in a world that cannot be understood, or (4) that a hedonistic calculus is sufficient. All of these responses are essentially aesthetic, in that they minimize the notion of wisdom, of any degree of knowledge of what is true and good in reality. As such all deny the possibility of responsible freedom and beauty. They do so by reducing culture to random or willful chance, mechanical or biological necessity, or calculations of pleasure and power. Consequently they wreak havoc on the very existence of culture and assault the fundamental human characteristic of striving towards responsible freedom. As we shall see, they deny the possibility of beauty, love, and justice for a narcissistic emptiness.

This is particularly unfortunate since art history focuses on the study of fine art, and historically works of fine art are recognized by their attempt to present an understanding of the world and life. To deny this is not only to deny the clear historical evidence, but also to deny the very distinction of fine art as such. If fine art does not attempt to present an understanding of a purposeful reality and life, then it has no objective meaning or justification of consequence. The seemingly odd simultaneity of fact and feeling, of scientism and emotivism, leads to the conclusion of an oxymoronic material-culture—and power. If that Nietzschean conclusion3 were universally accepted, then we would also be coerced by an oxymoronic willful norm, a Dionysian wisdom, which in its affect is culturally banal and violent in art, thought, and life.

So fine art is recognizable as such by its attempt to explain the nature of reality, and how we ought to act. Postmodernists find such definitions to be arbitrary results of power. The irony of that position is that it is by the attempt of fine art to explain the world that it is recognized as such, and can be distinguished from the trivial, mundane, and the violent. To (re)define it is to deconstruct fine art to entertainment, therapy, or propaganda. So the study of art history centers then on our attempt to understand the world via a contemplation of fine art, in the hope that we can escape from the violence of arbitrary meaning and power. The underlying principle is that how we understand reality affects how we treat our neighbors, and how we understand reality and how we treat our neighbors is manifested in fine art. There is a direct correlation between fine art and ethics.4

So seeking knowledge of reality and life inescapably involves seeking virtue, and we can either beautifully contribute to or aesthetically debase the importance of that search.5 At stake is not just the premise that how we understand the world affects how we treat our neighbors; it has long been a foundational aspect of Western culture that such understanding aspires to knowledge of what is true and good in reality rather than merely opinion. It is this optimistic and normative principle that is now particularly contested—by the competing normative principle which incoherently denies that normative principles exist. The optimistic pursuit of truth and goodness is now contested by those who pessimistically hold that in a purposeless world we are limited to an aesthetic pursuit of facts, feelings, and power.

To the aesthetic mind the notion that truth will set one free makes no sense. The vision offered by its subjective-objectivity leads to the conclusions that there is no truth, there is no possible knowledge of a meaningful reality, and there are no objective ethics. They hold that the pursuit of knowledge of a meaningful reality cannot free us from ignorance and injustice; in history and in daily life, it is just such assertions of knowledge that oppress. So to the aesthetic mind Keats’s invitation to the pursuit of and truth beauty, as expressed in his Ode on a Grecian Urn, would better advise: beauty is power, power beauty, —that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

The underlying principle of this position is fascinating to consider. The notion is that a subjectification of truth results in freedom and fulfillment. It is a principle that makes no sense, since as Dante makes clear, such competing desires cannot publicly be resolved. As previously mentioned, the aesthetic vision results in a Kantian tolerance, or a Marxist or Nietzschean (or other) authenticity. But all conclude that morality is an expression of power, where goodness is recognized as self-expression and self-realization. The solipsistic assumption that a good will thus defined makes sense is highly questionable to many traditions that historically, and currently, seek beauty.

For example, those who assume that morality is the expression of the will posit that the will of the individual, or a group, will lead to bliss. But they will find no succor with Plato. As he noted long ago, willfulness results in brutality precisely because it lacks principle. The assumption that power can work for the good if tempered by the assumedly benevolent will of humanity, is deeply problematical. A culture based upon the benevolent will is unable to objectively discern qualitative distinctions. It thereby remains blind to goodness yet committed to action. It is blind to the possibility of its own banality, malevolence, and decay, but acts in the assumption of its own self-righteousness.

In contrast to the vision of the aesthetic mind, the pursuit of truth and goodness via beauty aims to escape the imposition of arbitrary assertions or dogmatic restrictions. It means that as conscious beings we enjoy an individual right to freely pursue what is true and good in reality, and a social responsibility to rise above mere willful assertion. The self-conscious subject seeks knowledge of objective reality because to resist reality is to commit folly and eventually experience tragedy. To put it in traditional terms, we face the privilege and necessity of seeking the truth because the truth will set us free. It will free us from our own ignorance, and the ignorance or willful coercion others might wish to impose upon us.

For example, in legal circles the beautiful idea of Justice (as discussed, for example, by Plato) largely has been replaced by the aesthetic notion of legality. Justice makes truth claims on our conscience whereas legality simply demands compliance. But the aestheticized truth—claim of legality is that of coercive power and obedience; it centers on a subjective-objectivity in the realm of law. Since an aestheticized vision of law, comprised of legal facts and authoritative power offers no objective ideals to freely aspire to, legality results in a denial of the possibility of responsible freedom. Lacking principle, we can no longer act according to notions of Justice and conscience, but rather are condemned to follow the dictates of our appetites or those appetites foisted upon us by the power of others. Even if one mistakenly accepts that a subjective-objectivity can offer a reasonable way of living within a mysterious universe,6 it can provide no objective moral principles by which to live, and offers no way of knowing what a good life is. To reduce the pursuit of truth (or justice) to fact and feeling, is to aestheticize scholarship and art (and law), which is to deny the possibility of seeking a glimpse of objective meaning.7 The subject seeking knowledge of reality, beauty, and justice is transformed by a subjective-objectivity where the world becomes a matter of fact, of meaningless opinion—and power. Those in positions of power enjoy their game, whereas those out of power do not. It is a brutal and dismal charade.

So aesthetics claims to be tolerant and liberating, and yet is intolerant of belief and freedom—except for a required belief in relativism. But to deny the propriety of seeking a glimpse of meaning is to demand that we obediently embrace meaninglessness—in life and in art. It is to deny that as conscious beings we have both a right and a duty to freely attempt to comprehend the world, and that the rational choices we make can be for better or for worse.

This aestheticization of culture and scholarship commonly substitutes the pursuit of truth and goodness with scientism and emotivism, and fine art with material-culture. As introduced earlier, scientism reduces truth to descriptive fact and emotivism reduces goodness to subjective preference. The result is that facts are objective, but how we choose to put those facts together into an explanatory narrative of reality and life is deemed subjective. This reduction of reality and life to a matter of fact and feeling corrosively aestheticizes scholarship and culture, and they deny the core value of Western tradition: the pursuit of responsible freedom. The pursuit of knowledge of reality, of objective truth and goodness, is reduced to the level of aesthetics, to a matter of meaningless fact and subjective feeling. In such a world neither ethics nor culture can make much sense.

But is the notion of responsible freedom, a core value of the Western tradition, merely habitual to that tradition, or is it objectively valid and universal? Is it a mask for power or is it true in reality? To believe in the objectivity of responsible freedom as a core cultural value one can be neither a determinist nor a nihilist. There are various advocates of determinism, some religious, others secular; there are certainly those relativists and others who would reject entirely the possibility of universal insight concerning reality and life.

It is curious that to declare that human life is determined by a historical dialectic, or by nature and nurture—is viewed as liberating; it is curious that the provincial declaration that the world has no meaning is viewed as both liberating and tolerant. It is curious to encounter the view that all narratives (or meta-narratives) are masks for power—except aesthetic narratives. But for the fine arts and the humanities to make sense, not only must reality and life make sense, but to some precious degree we must be able to attempt to comprehend reality as well. Otherwise, we are left with purposeless fiction—an existential void, a mystery in which power is the only certainty.

The attempt to comprehend reality and life is identical to the pursuit of beauty. So to pursue beauty some degree of success is necessary in escaping a willful or deterministic aestheticism. As discussed further in the concluding chapter, Augustine, Descartes, and Nietzsche make the point that none can doubt their own existence. None can doubt that they think and live. To this extent they are all existential. Given that we think and live, that we are conscious and even self-conscious beings, then it is impossible for humans to avoid the freedom and necessity of making conscious choices. To be denied that ability is to be deprived of our freedom to do so; to assume our inability to do so is folly. The foundational principle that we as conscious beings have a right and a duty to make conscious choices takes for granted that to do so is intrinsic to being human. Since we are conscious rather than merely sentient beings, we enjoy then both the necessity and the freedom to attempt to come to terms with the world and life.

But that which is permitted can still be trivialized, ignored, or brutalized. To reduce human action to nature or nurture is to trivialize the importance of conscious choice. If, as does Nietzsche, we limit our conscious choices to mere willful experience, then the world and life cannot be objectively purposeful. They are, then, brutalized. The freedom to make choices in a meaningless world is by current definition existentialist. But in so doing, we deny that freedom matters or that conscious choice can be qualitatively distinct; we trivialize conscious choice. The pursuit of the good life is then reduced to the pursuit of mere lifestyle; the question of which lifestyle is better becomes irrelevant—or a matter of brutal preference. This marks not so much an abandonment of a conscious pursuit of truth as its being brutalized. It is brutalized by the influence of aesthetics.

The term existentialism now conveys the meaning that the world is meaningless. But it is a term whose meaning has changed in time. The Buddhist (in a unique way) and Daoist, the Classicist and Christian all acknowledge the importance of existence, of Being. But they perceive it differently than do Kant, Nietzsche and their epigones such as Heidegger and Sartre. For example, as a matter of human experience, Augustine holds that the context of human consciousness is found in life. This is philosophically articulated in Augustine’s foundational principle: si fallor sum, which establishes that none can doubt that we think and live—and err. The search for truth is then associated with freedom to pursue the good within the context of human experience. But it is not simply our feelings and conscious desires that warrant action. Nor can it be difference or indifference. Key is the reconciliation of freedom of individual conscience in the context of a meaningful world. To put it differently, when the self-conscious subject attempting to understand the objective world is replaced by a subjective-objectivity where the world is an aesthetic construct or experience, then the object of our consciousness becomes identical to or the product of our consciousness. The consequence of a subjective-objectivity is that reality and culture are but the expression of our will to power. What Kant cautiously introduces, Heidegger and Sartre trumpet: the goal of identity is to be God.

All cultural traditions accept foundational principles upon which their house of life is built. The assumed first principle of contemporary existentialism is that the meaning of existence is unknowable or nonexistent. In contrast, the first principle of most other traditions is that the universe is meaningful. This position historically finds succor in the notion of beauty: that the universe evidences neither mechanical necessity nor chance, but rather, purpose. And since that context permits us to contemplate the good, the goal of consciousness is to resolutely pursue, and to the best of our ability choose the good and decline the bad.

So both the aesthetically minded and those who seek beauty make choices. The seekers of beauty aspire to wisdom and even the Divine. The seekers of beauty admit that choices might be for better or worse, and consciously aspire to the former. It is this concern for making good choices that informs a responsible humility. In contrast, the aesthetically minded define reality and life by their existence. This results in irony: the aesthetically minded deny beauty as an appeal to divinity, but assume the role of that which they purportedly deny.

Since how we understand reality affects how we treat each other, and both are made manifest in fine art, the influence of fine art can result in great good, whereas that mistaken for fine art can do great harm. Art history can advocate great wisdom or err in promoting sheer foolishness or viciousness. The challenge in both scholarship and life is in distinguishing between the two. The pursuit of the good begins with the personal and manifests itself within a social context. But if limited to that aesthetic context, then good is denied. For good to be socially defined is to make it sociologically determined, and to do so is to reduce it to mere willful assertion. To equate goodness with willful assertion is to confuse truth with power. To do so is to diminish the importance of knowledge and conscious choice by reducing it to an aesthetic triviality.

The term aesthetics, coined at the very beginning of the Modernist era, literally refers to that which is sensually experienced, namely, facts and feelings. It is sentient rather than cognitive—although this can be obfuscated when we confuse feeling and rationalization for thinking. That confusion is inevitable for those who pursue physical facts and subjective emotions, and who construct meaning; both center on that which we can feel. The pursuit of facts, feelings, and rationalistic style has today largely superceded the pursuit of truth and goodness, of that which we understand and value. When facts and feelings replace truth and goodness, aesthetics replace beauty. When that happens, terrible consequences result.

Our understanding of reality and life constitutes a type of knowledge very different from that provided by facts alone. Whereas the pursuit of facts centers on obtaining accurate descriptions of particular things or events, truth attempts to make sense of the whole. Truth differs from facts in that truth attempts to comprehend how particular things and events properly combine in a meaningful way. The question of how those facts are to be combined is the crux of the matter. Are they aesthetically constructed and experienced, or do they refer to an objective meaning; are they aesthetic or do they evidence a purposeful beauty? Do we construct reality, life and art, or do we discover a meaningful cosmos?

The non-authoritarian rationale for studying the history of art is historically grounded in the latter. It does so by centering on the study of objects or events that attempt to offer meaningful explanations of reality and life. Those explanations often differ both in kind and in degree. For example, Buddhism, Augustinianism, and Modernism view the world differently; their art differs accordingly. Each tradition has its fundamental principles about the nature of reality and life. Each differs in its perception of the degree of meaningfulness present in the world. To the Buddhist and Augustinian, Modernism is metaphysically shallow and violent; to the Modernist, the Buddhist and Augustinian are engaged in metaphysical nonsense.

To the point, those traditions devoted to the pursuit of truth and beauty view aesthetics as essentially trivial, whereas aesthetic traditions view the pursuit of truth and beauty with a relentless hostility. Both beauty and aesthetics exist for the Buddhist and Augustinian, but for Modernists there is only aesthetics—even when they gaze upon traditions that believe in beauty.

Therein lies the problem. The notion that fine art is dedicated to the pursuit of truth and beauty is suspect to the Modernist-Postmodernist. It is suspect because the pursuit of truth and beauty has been largely reduced to the Modernist pursuit of aesthetic taste. When aesthetics replaces beauty, sentience supercedes cognition. It is then assumed that truth is best obtained via the seeking of scientific facts, and that beyond the realm of fact is merely that of feelings. For example, we can study Buddhism and Augustinianism (and their art) as systems of facts and never address and evaluate their truth-claims; we can gaze upon them aesthetically but never attempt to comprehend or dispute their beauty and their claims of how the world and life work. This reduces truth to mere fact, culture to sociology, and fine art to aesthetic opinion—even when the subjects studied state otherwise. But worse yet, philosophy, theology and the humanities are thus essentially trivialized, and we are denied the attempt to find objective purpose in the world and life. We are denied the possibility of beauty.

This presents particular problems for the history of art. First, the intrinsic purpose of fine art is specifically to convey an objective vision of the world and life; lacking that purpose, fine art and scholarship lack definition, justification or purpose. Historically fine art is dedicated to that task by its pursuit of beauty. Second, there can be no point to the history of art in a purposeless world, and by definition a world that is aesthetic is just that. Finally, aesthetics reduces the very notion of fine art to a matter of entertainment, therapy, or propaganda. Each focuses on feelings rather than understanding, power rather than truth. Since aesthetics dwells in the realm of feeling, power, and ultimately, the will, then lacking coercion, it can have no compelling affect upon our conscience. To pursue an aesthetic vision of reality and life is to deny the need to attempt to even partially understand the world, or to engage in a meaningful conversation about what meaning might exist. Denied such understanding we are denied the possibility of responsible freedom. To accept an aesthetic vision of reality and life is to be condemned to a willful nihilism or totalitarianism, where feelings are either random or made uniform by force.


Art History and the Pursuit of Aesthetics

The study of art history is today unevenly divided into two distinct approaches. Those approaches are respectively dedicated to the pursuit of aesthetics, and the pursuit of beauty. It is the pursuit of aesthetics that is now nearly exclusively commonplace. Aesthetics center on facts and feelings rather than the pursuit of truth, or rather, truth claims are reduced to the realm of a subjective-objectivity. Accordingly, there are works of art, there are facts concerning those works of art, and we experience and construct an emotional response to both. This aesthetic approach to art history centers then on the accumulation of historical facts, and on our emotional response to those facts and to art objects. How we emotionally respond to those facts and objects is judged to be a matter of personal or group perspective. It is seen as a matter of aesthetic taste.

This approach is so commonplace that it now appears to be objective and normative. But it is not by any means a neutral or objective approach. Rather, it is informed by an intellectual and cultural relativism—be it Modernist or Postmodernist. It takes for granted that the meaning of art, and indeed, the meaning of life, centers on the accumulation of facts and an emotional or experiential response to those facts. We select certain facts that interest us, and we respond to the facts of experience as we see fit. In so doing we construct our own understandings of art and life.8 The dilemma is that in assuming that we construct our own understandings, truth is constructed or made manifest by us. Therefore neither fine art nor the history of art can be particularly interesting or useful. If we construct our own understanding of reality and life, then objects that purport to inform us of such understanding are trivial, or obnoxious,9 or both.

To the point, Western culture is historically informed by two primary traditions: Classical and Judeo-Christian. Neither of these traditions is limited to aesthetics. They share a commitment to the pursuit of beauty. But often these two traditions are now aesthetically studied or applied to practical use. Their meaning has been reduced and trivialized to a matter of fact, feeling, and style. It is the aestheticizing of those traditions that constitutes a cultural tragedy in the West, and one that similarly affected or threatens other beauty seeking traditions around the world. It is a tragedy that is masked by a cultural amnesia produced by aesthetics, where all cultural traditions are presumed a priori to be subjective social constructs or the expression of subjective experience. By presuming that all claims of beauty are actually aesthetic, all claims of beauty are trivialized in our minds and our lives. We no longer seek beauty because of the prejudicial illusion that beauty cannot really exist.10

The assumed constructive or experiential nature of truth is central to the aesthetic worldview of Modernism and Postmodernism. Both take for granted the construction of truth, but do so in different ways. Briefly, the Modernist view assumes that a prime necessity in constructing a worldview or lifestyle is that it be coherent; it posits an aesthetic of tolerance where race, gender, and economic class do not matter. In contrast, the Postmodernist assumes that a worldview must reflect our authentic experiences as individuals, or as members of empirical groups where race, gender, and economic class are centrally important; as such it posits an aesthetic of identity. But an aesthetic of tolerance conflicts with an aesthetics of identity; in either case truth is reduced to aesthetics, to the realm of facts and feelings, of power.

From this point of view the partisan purpose and result of studying art history is to embrace and advocate a relativistic worldview. Some might emphasize establishing the individual facts involved with works of art; others might emphasize our aesthetic and emotional responses. Still others might emphasize using those facts to construct explanatory narratives that suit their fancy or experiences. But the result remains the same: we construct an understanding of facts and art just as we construct our lifestyles and our ethics.

Consequently, we are to study the great works of art of the past to become aware of how those works of art expressed the feelings and experiences of those who made them, or to become aware of those who were excluded from such expressions. We are to experience an emotional response to looking at those works of art, and we are asked to recognize that the makers of those works of art might have felt differently about the world than do we. That recognition requires an incoherent response: the need to embrace either an aesthetic of tolerance and/or an aesthetic of identity. Tolerance and identity are the two sides of the relativist coin, and yet, cannot meaningfully be one.11

This important point warrants further discussion. The aesthetic approach is relativistic in that the issue of objective truth is either ignored or reduced to a matter of subjective experience. As an article of faith it takes for granted that beyond singular facts, attempts to understand reality and life are essentially subjective and result in a variety of perspectives. Instead of visiting an art museum to experience objects that embody an explanation of reality and life, the aesthetically minded visit a museum and study works of fine art to engage in the experiencing of what Neo-Kantians call “meaningful fictions,” and what Postmodernists would call “expressions of authenticity.” Consequently degrees of objective and universal insight about reality and life cannot and should not be sought. The public pursuit of truth, of some degree of knowledge of reality and life, is viewed as obnoxious and even intolerant. It is seen as obnoxious in that it presumes to offer knowledge rather than facts or opinion; it is condemned as intolerant in that it presumes to privilege one perspective over others.

This is disingenuous since relativism privileges its own perspective over others all of the time. The alleged multiculturalism associated with relativism is not multicultural at all. In reducing truth to opinion and power, and transforming the subject seeking knowledge of objective reality, to a subjective-objectivity where truth is constructed, it is dogmatically and uniformly relativistic.12 This and other contradictions indicate that there is a tragic incoherence to aesthetic relativism; the consequences which result establish that relativism corrodes not only the very notion of civilization, but of freedom and beauty as well. Aesthetic relativism purports to advocate tolerance, but uniformly reduces culture to the level of violence, and the history of art to willful banality.

This is evident in other contradictions intrinsic to aesthetic relativism. Those contradictions reflect the different ways in which the notion of aesthetic taste can be viewed. As the phrase gustibus non disputandum makes clear, there is no disputing taste. Matters of taste are subjective and defy objective analysis; taste can be cited as an appeal for tolerance, but it can also be cited as justification that our tastes must prevail. These two approaches to aesthetic taste inform the two major facets of aesthetic relativism: Modernism and Postmodernism.

Modernist relativism advocates coherence and a purported tolerance, that there is a wide variety of differences in how we understand the world and life, and such aesthetic differences should be broadly accommodated. But the benign appearance of that accommodation is deceiving. Its reduction of belief to personal taste is not really tolerant; it trivializes meaning. Upon visiting a museum one is not likely to learn much if the meaning of the fine art in it is considered to be a matter of personal or cultural opinion.

Postmodernism attempts to escape this trivialization of culture (and life); it does so by advocating the importance of subjective taste. That is, whereas the Modernist is seen as trivializing culture by reducing it to a matter of arbitrary lifestyle, in the name of authenticity the Postmodernist claims that lifestyles are essential to the identity and experience of particular individuals or groups of people and is therefore sacrosanct. For example, as a matter of aesthetic taste, to the Modernist race is irrelevant. But to some Postmodernists it is essential to one’s identity. In this self-contradictory aesthetic context, ignoring or focusing on race is both offensive and essential. But this antinomy is left unresolved because as relativists neither has a way to escape their aesthetic conundrum: namely, that taste is simultaneously trivial and essential. Similarly, to give but one other example, the relativistic democracies of Liberal Modernism have long resisted—yet tolerated—the identity-based relativism of Postmodernist Marxism. Such cultural incoherence cannot long endure.

Those conflicts are not a private matter. Rather, it is in the public realm that such problems become manifest. The aesthetic relativism of Modernism permits individuals and groups to believe and value what they wish as long as those beliefs and values are privately celebrated. But if those beliefs and values are denied a public role, then they are limited to being mere personal preferences. Consequently, cultural expressions of positive ideals are denied public importance, even though the public realm is inescapably a major part of our lives. Lacking a positive vision, public culture is thus reduced to the level of entertainment or therapy.13

In contrast, the Postmodernist insists upon the public application of specific aesthetic tastes. The Marxist, the gender feminist, the religious fundamentalist, all demand a place in the public square as essential to their authenticity. Each recognizes what the Modernist has forgotten: that in the public realm the cultural, the political, and the legal necessarily interact. But by reducing truth to the public expression of subjective authenticity, the Postmodernist politicizes both culture and law. By denying the possibility of truth, of principle, public ideals are reduced to the realm of willful preference. Whether tolerant or authentic, aesthetics is grounded in facts and feelings, whereas beauty requires understanding. Where the need for understanding is denied, there is no need for discussion or persuasion. The demagogue and propagandist replace responsible citizenship and scholarship. Public art, ethics, and law depend then only upon the will to power. This aestheticization of politics is totalitarian, be it of the Left or the Right.

The history of art is thus trivialized by Modernism, reduced to propaganda and conflict by Postmodernism, and is made incoherent by the concurrent claims of both. Each focuses on a different way of approaching taste, thereby sharing an emphasis on feelings rather than truth, on emotions rather than understanding, on power and contractual arrangements rather than responsible freedom.

So the ostensible purpose of an aesthetic and relativistic study of art history is to become both tolerant and authentic. The difficulty is that tolerance is at odds with authenticity. Forms of authenticity clash with each other, and the very notion of authenticity cannot be pursued publicly in a tolerant fashion. For example, a Modernist relativist who believes in the necessity of tolerantly entertaining a variety of beliefs cannot publicly be reconciled with a Postmodernist relativist who declares, for example, that the history of humanity is clearly and singularly a matter of class conflict. In either case, tolerance and authenticity are at odds in the museum and in life, leaving the Modernists hapless by their wish to tolerate even the taste of those who insist upon their own.14

There are yet other contradictions within aesthetic relativism. One example is found in the relativistic denial of objective truth (that is, of truth not being determined by the perspectives and experiences of people). That denial incoherently requires a public acceptance of the singular and enduring truth of relativity. In this case, one cannot meaningfully study Buddhist or Christian or Daoist art from the past since that art is necessarily limited to the sociological opinions of a distant time or place. As seen in Delacroix’s painting, history as the pursuit of enduring wisdom and beauty is replaced by historicism: the temporalization of meaning. Art history thus privileges the notion of kronos over kairos, and becomes the history of fashion. Moreover, those allegedly sociological possibilities only matter to those who emotionally cling to those traditions. The possibility of evaluating the truth claims of any tradition is therefore beside the point; it is what people aesthetically prefer at the moment that matters, not whether what they prefer makes sense in the context of reality and life.

Consequently, aesthetic relativism’s posture as the defender of tolerance is really an imposture. Relativism is intolerant of any public expression of belief other than of relativism. A result of this is that the public expression of substantive and positive ideals beyond a willful authenticity is viewed as both impossible and abhorrent. So the millennially great art of Buddhist or Christian or Classical traditions (to name but three) allegedly can have no intrinsic and vital meaning to the viewer’s public life today.

Relativism purports to advocate pluralism but singularly mandates that the world cannot have an understandably objective purpose. In the name of pluralism it publicly demands that we accept the singular premise that the world and life are purposeless beyond a solipsistic self-expression and self-realization. Consequently its alleged pluralism is intolerant of all traditions that hold reality to be informed with meaning and purpose. As Nietzsche rightly noted: It requires the public assumption that there is no objective answer to the question: Why? By its assumption of a purposeless world, relativism results in a culture of social manipulation and calculations of power, be they ostensibly benign or blatantly malevolent.

It is a sad irony that the Modernist denial of objective truth was intended to secure for us freedom of conscience from the alleged restraints of dogmatism and transcendental religion. But by replacing the idea of a self-conscious subject seeking knowledge of an objective reality, with a subjective-objectivity where reality conforms to the subject, the result is a dogmatic metaphysics of purposelessness and a dangerous self-deification.15 It is dangerous in that a society of petty gods, a constellation of Übermensch (to use Nietzsche’s terminology) is a society of conflict where no human rights exist. In this view, we visit museums assuming that the artist is a special sort of person who is literally creative, just as we assume the right and privilege of creating our own purpose in life. But the difficulty is that in most traditions around the world, the notion of an artist, or politician, as a demigod who creates reality and life is rightly viewed with horror.

Indeed, the relativistic notion that reality conforms to how we think, or rather, feel16 appears benign but masks an immanentism that is sociopathic in its egoism. If we make the world in our image, then how can we publicly resolve differences concerning how we feel about reality and life? We could incoherently affirm all such worldviews, nihilistically deny them all, or insist upon our own. It is therefore within our will to trivialize, destroy, or impose preferences. But it is not within our ability to love, since love requires more than a solipsistic subject. In contrast to violence, love is fulfilled by embracing an object rather than making it conform to our will. A subjective-objectivity is a world without love, justice, or beauty.



Aesthetics as Existentialism

To the point, if the world has no purpose, then only we can provide what meaning might exist. This ethic of current existentialism, where we construct meaning via our acts of will, is then the required worldview—or religion—of aesthetic relativism.17 But in being the source of such purpose, a self-deification is manifested to varying degrees by a blatant display of the will to power, be it obvious or masked by pragmatic or utilitarian calculation. Existentialism requires that we embrace a self-deification (as freely advocated by Sartre) but that embrace is solipsistic and therefore empty, and even deranged. It marks an expansiveness of ego that is associated with sociopathic violence and self-hatred.18

So an aesthetic relativism poorly serves the person who in the pursuit of genuine happiness attempts to learn what it means to be civilized and cultured. Relativism ultimately denies the possibility of publicly expressing belief in a purposeful world and life. It requires that public art be tolerant and authentic, empty yet willful, vacillating between an enervating nihilism and an absolutist immanentism. This stands in marked contrast to the vast majority of the history of art, which is comprised of objects that are dedicated to the exposition of what is cautiously discerned to be objectively true, good, and beautiful. Those works of fine art often differ in what they understand to be true, good, and beautiful, but they are united by the pursuit of objective meaning. To view the history of art relativistically is to deny the intrinsic meaning of all works of fine art—since foundationally even aesthetic relativism presents a type of understanding of reality and life. However, the universality of cultural relativism cannot be absolute without a nihilistic self-contradiction.

Whether we consider individual artists such as Rembrandt, or Jackson Pol-lock, or Fan Kuan, or the artistic traditions of Classicism or Buddhism, Christianity or Confucianism, in each case the works of art produced were not or are not merely aesthetic. Works of fine art historically and perennially attempt to provide genuine insight concerning the world and life. Therein lay their value and the value of studying them.

To view such works of art aesthetically and relativistically—that is, as only representing particular subjective perspectives of reality and life which occurred at particular moments in time—is to reduce the study of the past—even the immediate past—to a mere nostalgic and voyeuristic dabbling. To view them as empty or as masks for power is to deny their ability to positively contribute to our lives. If none of the historically produced works of art can to some precious degree be true, then the prime purposes of studying them is to voyeuristically gaze upon someone else’s self-expression or to expose the oppression of those prevented from so doing. In an aesthetic culture, self-expression and self-realization justify art and art justifies self-expression and self-realization. The result is a mundane and violent circularity.

Nonetheless, for many aesthetic relativism is today culturally normative. The aesthetic and relativistic justification for the study of art history assumes that there is no possibility of obtaining a glimpse of truth. If there is no truth, then (for the Kantian Modernist) tolerance and sensitivity are keys to civilization. But neither tolerance nor sensitivity work very well if we lack goodness. Underlying the pervasive intellectual and cultural influence of aesthetic relativism is the premise that we naturally are, or ought to do, good. But relativism mandates that there is no publicly objective ideal, no transcendental19 right or wrong. Lacking such a context, then goodness is elusive. It is then impossible to determine if particular acts done in the name of tolerance and sensitivity are morally benevolent or malevolent. To the aesthetically minded, killing Jews, Kulaks, or the handicapped can be either; it’s but a matter of taste. To simply assume that an act of tolerance and sensitivity must by definition be benevolent tells us nothing. How then do we obtain a substantive understanding of morality? Aesthetic relativism tells us that we do so aesthetically, by a Kantian association of morality with an assumedly benevolent will of humanity, or by a Nietzschean denial of the very legitimacy of such notions as good and evil.

But this is subject yet again to the charge of being circular: the moral is willful (Kant) and the willful is moral (Nietzsche). If sensitivity provides the key to recognizing morality, tolerance, and the very notion of civilization, then the proponents of aesthetic relativism must escape that circularity. Some attempt to do so by assuming that a benevolent sensitivity is manifested by the will, and that will is either associated with rational principle, or with the will of the majority, or with the will of the exceptional individual.

These are indeed the positions articulated by Kant, Rousseau, Hegel, and Nietzsche. Immanuel Kant pointed out that goodness can only and must only be found in the human will.20 He associates that will with duty and duty with the need to follow a purely rational principle: the Categorical Imperative. The Ideal is no longer grounded in God or a purposeful Nature, but rather in human rationality. However, as discussed above, for that human rationality to be deemed normative and compelling, it must assume a brutal self-deification. Rousseau similarly concurs that goodness is found in the human will, but holds that goodness is evidenced neither by association with rational principle nor by the expression of the individual, but rather is seen in the common will of the people. In this instance there is an odd confluence of ideas between the political Left and Right; as expressed by Burke, common tradition is distilled wisdom stemming from experience. Hegel differs from Kant and Rousseau in assuming that truth and the will are one as manifested in the very unfolding of history. However, Hegel’s (and Marx’s) confusing of truth with power—particularly with the power of the State—requires a troubling advancement of totalitarianism. Finally, Nietzsche’s denial of the categories of good and evil requires an existentialism where, as he notes in his closing comment in his book, The Genealogy of Morals: An Attack (1887): man would sooner have the void for his purpose than be void of purpose. He marks a distinction, however, which lacks any qualitative difference.

In each case there is a shift to an aesthetic and relativistic position, and a shift of morality from objective Truth to subjective experience. The transcendent purpose, or Ideal, or God is subjectified as the mind and will of Humanity —be it principled or not. This shift necessitates a belief in the natural or willful goodness of humanity since morality is seen as relying upon human will rather than the qualities of objective reality. Indeed aesthetic relativism assumes that reality and the human will are inextricably linked via a subjective-objectivity where the world is a product of our will. As such it marks a vanity without limits, shame, or hope.



The Good Will, Tolerance, and Authenticity

Two principles that inform the aesthetic mind is that human nature is neutral or good, and that reality conforms to our thoughts or experiences.
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