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AESTHETICS: PHILOSOPHY OF ART 
OR PHILOSOPHY OF CULTURE?

A leš E rjavec

T h ro u g h o u t its m ultifarious history aesthetics in its various historical, cul
tu ral an d  theo re tical fram ew orks has been  concerned  with issues of cogni
tion, beauty, n a tu re  an d  art, an d  their m utual relations and  relationships. 
H ence, aesthetics, as established by B aum garten, was in ten d ed  to establish 
the  science o f  cogn ition  as ca rried  o u t by the senses (although  n o t in  opposi
tion  to scientific rationality); in Kant the notions o f the  beautiful and  the 
sublim e sim ultaneously  re la te  to na tu re  and  to art, bo th  in relation to the 
p reco n d itio n s  o f  h u m an  cognition  and  understanding , while in H egel aes
thetics firm ly becom es philosophy o f art, although  it still retains the um bili
cal co rd  with the  sensuous, for, by being  the “sensuous appearance o f the 
Id ea ,” by its very defin ition , a rt can n o t exist w ithout it. A lthough in H egel art 
is an  essential step  in the developm ent o f the self-awareness o f the Absolute 
Spirit, its specific sensuous features prevent it from  atta in ing  the ultim ate 
position  o f the  p u re  concept. This is reserved for philosophy, which deals, in 
H eg e l’s view, with concep ts only.

H eg e l’s iden tification  o f aesthetics with philosophy o f art and  the turn  
away from  n a tu re  to a rt as the fundam ental object o f aesthetic reflection rep 
resen ts  a crucial h istorical m om en t, for it n o t only establishes aesthetics as 
ph ilosophy o f  a rt bu t, consequently , also signals the dem ise o f its relevance by 
elim inating  the fu rth e r h istoric im portance o f its subject, i.e. art.

As P e ter B ürger notes in his Theory of the Avant-Garde, in Hegel can be 
fo u n d  a sketch o f  a co n cep t o f  postrom antic art: “Using D utch genre pain ting  
as his exam ple, h e  writes th a t h e re  the in terest in the object turns in to  in ter
est in the skill o f  p resen ta tion . ‘W hat should  en ch an t us is n o t the subject o f 
the pain ting  and  its lifelikeness, b u t the pure appearance (interesseloses Scheinen) 
w hich is wholly w ithou t the  so rt o f  in terest tha t the subject has. T he one th ing 
ce rta in  ab o u t beauty  is, as it were, appearance [sem blance (Scheinen)] for its 
own sake, an d  a rt is m astery in the portrayal o f all the secrets o f  this ever
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pro fo u n d er pu re  appearance (Scheinen) o f  ex ternal realities’ (vol. I, p. 598). 
W hat H egel alludes to here  is n o th ing  o th e r  th an  w hat we called  the  develop
ing autonom y o f the aesthetic. H e says expressly ‘th a t the  a rtis t’s subjective 
skill and  his application of the m eans o f artistic p ro c ed u re  are ra ised  to the  
status o f an objective m atter in works o f  a r t ’ (vol. I, p. 599). T his an n o u n ces  
the shift o f the form -content dialectic in favor o f form , a d ev e lo p m en t th a t 
characterizes the fu rth e r course o f a r t.”1 B ürger draws from  this passage the 
conclusion that Hegel h im self foresaw the separation  o f  the  c o n te n t an d  the 
form, o r w hat he  calls “the antithesis betw een a rt an d  the  praxis o f  life.”2 

T here  exists an o th er in te rp re ta tio n  o f the H egelian  thesis o f  th e  in te r
m ediate position o f a rt in relation to philosophy, w hich can be fo u n d  in  H en ri 
Lefebvre an d  m ore recently in Luc Ferry an d  w hich relates to co n tem p o rary  
dilem m as intrinsic to aesthetics. A ccording to this second  in te rp re ta tio n  o f 
Hegel (the  similarities o f which with th a t o f  B ürger, an d  h en ce  ind irectly  
with th a t o f  A dorno, Ferry disputes) con tem porary  a r t has lost its pow er o f 
negation. It follows from  Ferry’s theses that, because it tu rn ed  in to  ph iloso
phy, a rt becam e sublated  and by this act o r process it was transfo rm ed  in to  its 
opposite, a lthough at the same tim e re ta in in g  its nam e as its em pty  shell. In  
the words o f  Ferry, “if art is simply an  in carn atio n  o f  a co n cep tu a l tru th  in  a 
sensible m aterial, art is d ead .”3 T he a rt tha t is re fe rred  to h e re  is con cep tu a l 
art in its b roadest sense and  it this a r t  th a t increasingly appears as th e  a r t  after 
m odernism  par excellence. It is also this a r t w hich is o n e  o f  the  causes fo r the  
p resen t re-exam ination o f the re la tion  betw een a rt an d  cu ltu re  and , th e re 
fore, o f the relation betw een aesthetics as ph ilosophy o f  a r t an d  aesthetics 
in terp re ted  as philosophy o f culture.

A dilem m a which confronts us today is as follows: can  we trea t all co n tem 
porary art as a single entity, w hether it is concep tual o r o th er, o r do  we have 
to distinguish betw een (1) conceptual, (2) trad itional (classical) art, an d  (3) 
predom inantly  com m ercial, com m odified  and , fo r the m ost p art, visual a rt 
which is closely related  to w hat used to be called mass an d  co n su m er cu lture? 
A step necessary for answering this d ilem m a may be in historically defin ing  
the initial object o f our inquiry.

How can we define art historically? First, we may define  it as a shifting 
function which gives a sem blance o f on tological stability sim ply because we 
d o n ’t view it from  a long term  historical perspective. From  this view point 
artworks are transient entities with ontological, cognitive, aesthetic , ideologi

1 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde (M inneapolis: University o f M innesota Press, 
1984), p. 93.

2 Ibid., pp. 93-4.
s Luc Ferry, Le Sens du Beau (Paris: Cercle d ’Art, 1998), p. 200.
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cal, an d  o th e r  functions, an d  ardsts and  writers are appreciated  and  valued 
fo r a  b r ie f  h istorical m o m en t an d  th en  slip in to  oblivion to be, perhaps, resur
rec ted  years, decades o r  even centuries later. They may, in the m eantim e, 
becom e a  p a rt o f  the  C anon, b u t even in this case it can n o t be said tha t they 
are ap p rec ia ted  with the sam e intensity th ro u g h o u t history. T he Czech struc
tu ralist aesthe tic ian  from  the thirties, Jan  Mukarovskÿ fu rtherm ore  suggested 
th a t each  new artistic m ovem ent or trend  -  an  avant-gardist, for exam ple -  
first opposes an d  subverts the  past artistic norm s, b u t subsequently becom es 
itself a p a rt o f  the trad ition  an d  hence itself a norm .

In  this first h istorical defin ition , art is som ething that attains the function 
o f art. Its essential fea tu re  cou ld  be defined in Nelson G oodm an’s m anner: 
the  q uestion  is n o t w hat is art, b u t when is it art? Mukarovskÿ follows here  in 
the  footsteps o f  the  Russian formalists, who have already claim ed tha t art
works -  they w ere co n cern ed  alm ost exclusively with poetry  and  prose and 
n o t with works o f the  visual arts -  attained, lost and perhaps regained their 
artistic status th ro u g h  history. O r, quoting  D anto from  eigh t decades later, 
“W e m ig h t define  th e ir h istorical m om en t as any time in which they could 
have b een  works o f  a r t.”4

A ccording to the second historical defin ition  which is a historicist one, 
a rt follows a historically p reex isten t norm . In H egel’s case (and  also, b u t to a 
lesser ex ten t, in  th a t o f  H eidegger) this is o f  course the  G reek m odel. As 
P e ter Szondi observes, “W hile in Hegel everything starts to move and  every
th in g  has its specific place value in historical d ev e lo p m en t... the concep t of 
a r t can hard ly  develop, fo r it bears the u n ique  stam p of G reek art.”5 Rom an
tic a r t does n o t fulfill those crite ria  and  their ideal; to re tu rn  to B ürger again, 
“For H egel, rom an tic  a rt is the p ro d u c t o f the dissolution o f the in te rp en etra
tion o f  sp irit an d  sensuousness (external appearance) characteristic o f classi
cal art. B ut beyond that, he  conceives o f a fu rth e r stage w here rom antic art 
also dissolves. This is b ro u g h t ab o u t by the radicalization o f the opposites of 
inw ardness an d  ex terna l reality tha t define rom antic art. A rt disintegrates 
in to  ‘th e  subjective im itation  o f the given’ (realism  in detail) and  ‘subjective 
h u m o r.’ H eg e l’s aesthetic  theory  thus leads logically to the idea o f the en d  of 
a r t w here a rt is u n d ers to o d  to be w hat H egel m ean t by classicism, the perfect 
in te rp e n e tra tio n  o f  form  and  co n ten t.”'’

But does it necessarily follow that post-rom antic art has lost the historic 
ro le  it p u rp o rted ly  possessed in the  past? W hile a positive answer is obligatory

4 A rthur Danto, After the End of Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997), p. 
196.

5 Q uoted  in Bürger, op. cit., p. 92.
0 Bürger, op. cit., p. 93.
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if one follows H egel’s designation o f  the d eve lopm en t o f the A bsolute Spirit, 
and  may even be necessary if we follow Ferry’s a rgum ents, it is also tru e  -  as 
A dorno claims and, later, B ürger -  th a t after rom anticism , art, especially in  
the n in e teen th  and m ost o f the tw entieth  century, a tta in ed  o r  re ta in ed  a very 
privileged social and  existential position , one  th a t was left practically  un d is
pu ted  at least until the sixties, w hen the em ergence  o f  structuralism  an d  la te r 
poststructuralism  started  to radically  q u estio n  a n d  a ttack  the  previously  
sancrosanct notions o f the artwork, the artist an d  artistic creativity — a process 
which coincided with the change from  the m o d ern is t in to  the  p o stm o d ern is t 
paradigm . W ithin such a changed  cu ltu rescape the  con tem porary  alternative 
to the two historical definitions previously described  w ould be th a t o f  A rth u r 
Danto: “T he picture then  is this: th ere  is a k ind  o f  transhistorica l essence in 
art, everywhere and  always the sam e, b u t it only discloses itself th ro u g h  his
tory. ... O nce b rought to the level o f self-consciousness, this tru th  reveals itself 
as p resen t in all the art tha t ever m atte red .”7 This essence o r tru th  c a n n o t be 
identified  with a particu lar style o f  art, con tinues D anto.

W hat is then disclosed th rough  history is the h istoricized essence o f  art. 
And D anto  continues m uch like B ürger and  especially Ferry: “ [T ]h e  e n d  o f 
a rt consists in the com ing to awareness o f the  tru e  ph ilosoph ical n a tu re  o f 
a rt.”” T he passage o f art in to  philosophy, the em ergence o f  in te llectual re 
flection u p o n  art, purported ly  signals the final d ea th  knell to a r t p ro p e r, b u t 
while in Ferry o r Lefebvre a rt has n o t only lost its h istoric ro le  b u t has lost its 
role altogether, D anto sees in this change the em erg en ce  o f  a  post-historical 
a rt which, a lthough no longer historic, legitim ately con tinues the  trad itio n  o f 
its predecessor and is therefore a co n tin u a tio n  o f  a r t as such. A co rre la te  o f  
the previous belief in the im portance and  the essential tru th-revealing  func
tion o f a r t are the n in e teen th  and  tw entieth  cen tu ry  beliefs in creativity o f 
which a r t was the p aram o u n t instance. T h e  view th a t the ro le  o f a r t  may have 
been  dim inishing for centuries a t least, is obvious also from  H e id eg g er’s ques
tion in 1950: “ [I]s art still an essential an d  necessary way in  w hich tru th  th a t is 
decisive for o u r historical existence happens, o r is a r t n o  lo n g er o f  this ch ar
acter?”'1

This same issue was picked u p  in the re cen t book, The Work o f Art from  
1997, by the  French aesthetician G érard  G enette , who n o ted  th a t A d o rn o  
and H eidegger “systematically overvalued art,”10 thereby echo ing  D an to ’s views 
on posthistorical art. Truly, may we n o t say th a t a r t is b u t yet a n o th e r  m aster

7 Danto, op. cit., p. 28.
8 Danto, op. cit., p. 30.
!l Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Artwork,” quoted  in D anto, p. 32.
1(1 G érard Genette, L ’oeuvre de l ’art. La relation esthétique (Paris: Seuil, 1997), p. 11.
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narrative o f  m odern ity  an d  th a t m odernism  was its last an d  perhaps para
m o u n t h istorical instance? In  o th e r words, that the d o m in an t contem porary  
a rt has lost its privileged social, political, cognitive, even ethical role and  that 
it has b een  transfo rm ed  in to  its opposite, this opposite being  the visual arts 
and , especially, th e ir com m odified  postm odern  version? T h e  essential differ
ence ap p ears  to occur with the dem ise o f the m odernist paradigm  in art. This 
descrip tion  is, I th ink, generally  accepted, for there  seem today to be no  con
tem porary  defen d ers e ith e r o f  m odern ity  as an incom plete p ro ject o r o f  in
te rp re ta tio n s  o f  postm odern ism  as yet an o th er facet or instance o f high m od
ern ism , as was frequen tly  argued  in the eighties. If, then , postm odernism  
ap p eared  as a relatively hom ogenous p h enom enon , which with its firm and 
d istinc t fea tu res cou ld  persuasively stand up to m odernism , the latter being 
exem plified  by its distinct, exclusive and  easily recognizable properties, then  
in the  n ineties an d  th e rea fte r we seem  no  longer capable o f affirm ing such 
d is t in c t  p ro p e r t ie s  in  p o s tm o d e rn is m . In  o th e r  w o rd s, th e  c u r r e n t  
postm odern ism  increasingly appears as a series o f localized artistic and  cul
tu ral p h en o m en a , existing as a series o f local and  transien t events with no 
p articu la r claim s to universality and  historic im portance. H ence H eidegger’s 
observation ab o u t the possible reduced  im portance o f a rt and  G en ette ’s com 
m en t a b o u t the  overevaluation o f  a rt in A dorno and  H eidegger correctly an
n o u n ce  o r d iagnose the  cu rre n t status o f art. Nonetheless, such diagnoses are 
possible on  the  b ack g ro u n d  o f a specific and  outstanding  historical situation 
o f  the  previous century, i.e. th a t o f m odernism . As Fredric Jam eson  notes, 
ech o in g  A d o rn o  from  his Aesthetic Theory, “W hatever the validity o f  H egel’s 
feelings a b o u t R om anticism , those currents which led on  in to  w hat has com e 
to be called  m odern ism  are thereby surely to be identified with one  o f the 
m ost rem arkab le  flourishings o f the arts in all o f hum an history.”11 It is hence 
probably  also from  the  vantage p o in t o f m odernism  that the  cu rren t dim in- 
ishm ent o f  the im portance and  the relevance o f art appears to be stark enough 
to  cause a  series o f au th o rs  -  som e of whom  I have m en tioned  -  to question 
the  c u rre n t status o f  a r t a ltogether. M oreover, since the avant-garde project 
o f  a r t has b een  separa ted  from  the general pro ject o f life and  society as an  art 
p ro ject, as two instances o f the sam e utopian  process (th e  consequences o f 
w hich were described  well in  the case o f the Russian avant-garde by Boris 
Groys in his Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin book from 1988), what we are confron ted  
with a re  the  consequences o f w hat Achille Bonito Oliva, Charles Jencks and 
Jam eso n  have a t an  early stage, i.e. in 1972, 1975 and  1984 respectively, diag

11 Fredric Jam eson, The Cultural Turn. Selected Writings on the Postmodern, 1983-1998 
(London: Verso, 1998), pp. 80-1.
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nosed as trans-avant-garde, post-avant-garde an d  postm odern ism . If, th en , 
D ucham p’s ready-mades appear today as an  ever-recu rren t issue o f aesthetic  
and  philosophical debates, this does n o t m ean  th a t this was the case also in 
the first h a lf of the tw entieth cen tury  w hen D ucham p was in te rp re te d  vari
ously as a dadaist, a surrealist and  a conceptualist. I t was only w hen a r t  c re
a ted  according to o r resem bling that m ade by h im  alm ost a century  ago started  
to becom e the exclusive recognizable d o m in an t tren d  o f  re c e n t a r t th a t his 
work becam e an object o f in tense a tten tio n  an d  was revealed  as an  early an d  
paradigm atic instance o f con tem porary  art. M arcel D ucham p  has b ee n  in 
stinctively resu rrrected  as the pro to -postm odern ist, for po stm o d ern ism  con
sists, to quo te an  insightful observation by Slavoj Žižek, “in displaying the  
object directly, allowing it to m ake visible its own in d iffe ren t an d  arb itra ry  
character. The same object can function  successively as a d isgusting re ject 
and  as a sublim e, charism atic apparition : the  d ifference, strictly struc tu ra l, 
does n o t perta in  to the ‘effective p ro p e rtie s’ o f the object, b u t only to its 
place in the symbolic o rd e r.”12 D oesn’t this observation perfectly fit the  his
tory o f the early ready-mades? O f the  “F o u n ta in ,” for exam ple , w hich tu rn ed , 
b u t in this instance from  a less than  a m em orab le  object, restric ted  m ostly to 
public toilets, in to  one o f the m ost discussed works o f a r t o f  the  second  h a lf  o f 
the previous century, with the issue o f  how  m any holes the  orig inal h ad  be
com ing one of the highlights o f the discussions an d  d isputes o f  a r t h istorians 
and  critics? Isn’t it also true tha t D ucham p, since he  was a p redecesso r o f 
postm odernism  a t least in this respect, fitted  only with difficulty in to  th e  des
ignations assigned to him  by tw entieth cen tu ry  a r t theory?

In a recen t article in TheJournal o f Aesthetics and Art Criticism P é te r György 
argued  th a t “the end  o f art history [which György posits a ro u n d  1984] also 
signified the logical collapse o f the b o rd e r betw een h igh  a rt an d  not-h igh  art, 
and  is accom panied by the ren d erin g  senseless o f the d istancing  o f  a r t from  
n o t a rt.” F urtherm ore , “Inasm uch as the reality  o f essentialism  an d  institu 
tionalism  can be o rd ered  into periods, we can state th a t the  d o m in an ce  o f 
essentialism  and functionalism  was ap p ro p ria te  for the history o f  art, fo r the  
cen turies o f  the great narrative. T h a t e ra  lasted from  Vasari to G om brich , o r 
D anto, we m ight say from  the Renaissance to abstract expressionism . W hat 
happened  afterwards and what is h ap p en in g  now is no n e  o th e r than  the  p rep a
ration  for the d e th ro n em en t o f h igh  cu ltu re .”13

12 Slavoj Žižek, Looking Awry. An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991), p. 143.

I!1 Péter György, “Between and After Essentialism and Institutionalism ,” The Journal of 
Aesthetics and Art Criticism, vol. 57, no. 4 (Fall 1999), p. 431.
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D o esn ’t this period ization  coincide with the passage from  m odernism  
in to  postm odern ism , nam ely, with the advent of the visible dem ise o f m od
ernism , an d  o f theories o f Lyotard, Zygmunt B aum an’s analysis of the changed 
roles o f  legislators an d  in te rp re te rs , as well as Jam eso n ’s sem inal essay from 
1984 — im plicitly su p p o rted  also by theses by Lyotard an d  Baudrillard -  on  
po stm odern ism  as the  cu ltu ra l logic o f late capitalism? It is unnecessary to 
m en tio n  a series o f  publications diagnosing the visual tu rn  in culture pub
lished  since the late eighties, and  it is this same visual cu lture , or ra ther the 
g en e ra l an d  all-pervading ocularcentrism , that exemplifies m uch, if n o t all, 
o f  con tem porary  cu ltu re , o r  is, a t least, its dom inan t feature. W hat we are 
p red o m in an tly  ex p erien c in g  th en  are basically two re la ted  b u t relatively dis
tin c t form s o f co n tem p o rary  art: the first is the conceptual one, the paradig
m atic case o f w hich is D ucham p, and  the second consists o f  the visual arts 
w ith th e ir co n tin u a tio n  in a predom inan tly  visual culture.

It was, I th ink , a t this p o in t tha t the issue o f culture and  hence o f the 
ph ilosophy  o f cu ltu re  h ad , after th ree  decades, reen te red  contem porary  dis
cussions ab o u t art. For a long  tim e -  certainly because o f the cultural shock 
ex p erien ced , an d  so persuasively and  influentially expressed by som e o f the 
au th o rs  o f  the  F rankfu rt School, be it a t the tim e when they were still in Ger
m any (an d  ex p e rien ced  A m erican culture , w hether jazz o r Hollywood) or 
la ter, d u rin g  the  stay o f som e o f  them  in the US (which obviously only con
firm ed  th e ir previous d en ig ra tin g  views), the p rofound  critique o f mass and 
co n su m er cu ltu re  severely b locked  -  un til the pro liferation  o f the so-called 
p o stm o d ern  theories -  any totalizing philosophical attem pts at its analysis 
from  a positive vantage poin t. W hen these cridcal ideas were transposed back 
in to  E u ro p e  in the  sixties an d  seventies they helped  cause culture to becom e 
an o b jec t o f  sociological research , bu t only occasionally o f philosophical in
vestigation, ex cep t in th e ir m ore ideological and political forms, w here cul
tu re  was trea ted  (and  o ften  still is) as a set o f  ideological em anations o f vari
ous class, g en d e r o r racial issues and  conflicts. At the sam e tim e, i.e. in m od
ern ism  an d  h igh  m odern ism , cu ltu re also signified a  social realm  devoid of 
norm ative designations so freq u en t in relation to art, w herein  m uch o f the 
institu tionalization  o f a rt took place via the inclusion of non-art into the realm  
o f  art, very m uch  in accordance with Mukarovsky’s no tion o f the artistic norm .

It was thus th e  visual tu rn  o f the eighties, the rise of postm odern  culture 
an d  its g lobalization as d ep ic ted  and  analyzed by num erous authors in the 
eighties and , earlier, in the seventies, also b y jean  B audrillard in his analyses 
o f the  sign an d  its econom y, th a t offered first a critical and  then  a resigned 
analysis an d  assessm ent o f  p o stm o d ern  cu lture, on  the  one hand , and  a
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euphorical one on  the o ther, with cu ltu re  as such now  b e in g  ap p ro ach e d  in 
an increasingly neu tra l m an n er .14

In his book  on  A dorno, M artin Jay writes: “T o speak o f cu ltu re  m eans 
im m ediately to be confron ted  by the  basic tension  betw een  its an th ro p o lo g i
cal and  elitist m eanings. For the fo rm er, w hich in G erm any can b e  traced  
back at least to H erder, culture signifies a w hole way o f life: p ractices, rituals, 
institutions and  m aterial artifacts, as well as texts, ideas an d  im ages. For the 
latter, which developed in G erm any as an  ad ju n ct o f  a personal inw ardness 
contrasted  with the superficiality o f courtly  m anners, cu ltu re  is iden tified  with 
art, philosophy, literature, scholarship, th ea tre , etc., the allegedly ‘h u m an iz
ing pursu its’ of the ‘cultivated’ m an. As a su rrogate for relig ion, w hose im por
tance was steadily eroding, it em erged  in  the n in e tee n th  cen tu ry  as a reposi
tory o f m a n ’s m ost noble accom plishm ents an d  h ig h est values, o ften  in  ten 
sion with e ith e r ‘p o p u la r’ o r ‘folk’ cu ltu re , as well as with th e  m o re  m ateria l 
achievem ents o f ‘civilization’. Because o f  its u nden iab ly  h iera rch ica l an d  elit
ist connotations, cu lture in this m ore restric ted  sense has o ften  aro u sed  hos
tility from  populist o r radical critics, who allege its n a tu ra l com plicity  with 
social stratification.”l!i

In m ost o th er European countries (one would w ant h e re  to say “cu ltu res”) 
cu lture carries a sim ilar m eaning, with a m ore d istan t o n e  b e in g  th e  F rench , 
w herein the notion  is probably less frequen tly  used  th an  elsew here. H ence, 
according to  Larousse, the term  “cu ltu re” relates to (1) the ac tion  o f  cultivat
ing: “the cu lture of flowers,” for exam ple; (2) the  unity  o r the w hole “o f  ac
qu ired  knowledge;” (3) the unity o r the w hole social, religious an d  o th e r 
structures characterizing a certain  society; (4) “mass cu ltu re ;” (5) “physical 
cu lture ;” an d  (6) a cu lture in a biological sense, such as th a t o f  m icrobes. 
A nother usage, similarly distant from  the  usual sense o f  cu ltu re , b u t with a 
d ifference arising from  an even m ore d iffe ren t h istorical b ackground , is a 
Russian in terp re ta tion  o f culture, w herein  cu ltu re  is, as the  Russian philoso
p h er M ikhail Epstein stated som e years ago, designed  “to libera te  a person  
from  the very society in which he is d o o m ed  to live. C u ltu re  is n o t a p ro d u c t 
o f society, b u t a challenge and alternative to society.”11’ C u ltu re  is a parallel 
world, in which art is “m ore true ,” in th e  words o f the co n tem p o rary  Russian

14 An outstanding example of symbolic com m odification carried o u t by postm odernism  
is first the work and then the views of Jean  Baudrillard, which started  as an all-pervading 
critique of postm odern culture and in a single decade ended  by being one o f its main 
theoretical supports with him becom ing one of its proponents.

15 M artin Jay, Adorno (London: Fontana, 1984), p. 112.
111 Mikhail Epstein, After the Future (Amherst: University o f Mass. Press, 1995), p. 6.
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p a in te r  Erik Bulatov, th an  real life. C ulture thus offers a spiritual shelter from  
the  m indless pursu its o f  everyday life and  its chaos.

T hese d iffe ren t m eanings o f the term  culture offer various inroads into 
th e  issue o f  a possible ph ilosophy o f culture. It is mostly the tradition  o f the 
F ran k fu rt School, com bined  with contem porary  discussions o f new technolo
gies, alternative cu ltu re , postm odern ism , postm odernity  and , especially, con
tem porary  visual cu ltu re , w hich are am ong the second g roup  o f reasons for 
p re se n t a ttem pts to b rin g  to g e th er philosophical aesthetics and  the notion  of 
cu ltu re . T h e re  is a certa in  an tinom y in such an attem pt, fo r cu lture was in the 
past e ith e r a norm atively n eu tra l term  or, in the tradition  o f the F rankfurt 
School, o ften  a negative o n e , fo r it was conceived as an  opposite to the 
unco m m o d ified  avant-garde art. T he views and theories of W alter Benjam in 
were in this reg ard  exceptions w hich gained authority  only when the tenets of 
A d o rn o  o r M arcuse becam e increasingly obsolete in re la tion  to the recen t 
developm ents in a rt and  cu lture. T he notion  o f culture appears to respond 
well to  its re c e n t n eu tra l or a t least non-norm ative no tion , to  “the d e th ro n e
m en t o f  h igh  cu ltu re ,” to use P é ter György’s phrasing, and  to the im plem en
ta tion  o f  th e  in stitu tional o r, to use S tephen Davies’s term inology,17 the “pro
ced u ra l” d efin ition  and  theory  o f art as theoretically and practically the ru l
ing defin ition , o ffering  a  philosophical fram ework in aesthetic discourse on  
art. N onetheless, it w ould be w rong to assume tha t no o th e r definitions and 
u n d ers tan d in g s, fo r exam ple, following Davies again, the “functional defini
tions o f  a r t,” exist any longer. T h e  difficulty with the institu tional o r proce
du ra l defin itions (an d  in terp re ta tions) o f art today is that they disregard the 
h istorical changes th a t have occurred  with the passage from  m odernism  into 
postm odern ism  an d  trea t a rt as if it was still functioning as it had  in the time 
w hen m odern ism  was v ib ran t and  exclusive while, in fact, they mostly use as 
th e ir exam ples concep tual a rt which often functions as W ittgenstein’s lan
guage gam es. If, on  the o th e r h an d , the social and  existential functions o f art 
have apparen tly  substantially d im in ished  due to a series o f reasons (these 
b e in g  analyzed in the last few decades by H enri Lefebvre, Lyotard, Jam eson, 
A ndreas H uyssen, David Harvey, Zygm unt B aum an, an d  G ianni Vattim o, 
am o n g  o th ers), th en  we m ay possess a good reason to ask w hether in the 
p re sen t tim e the very ob ject o f such theories and  o f the ensu ing  definitions is 
n o t flawed at its very o u tse t an d  does n o t -  and  canno t -  authentically  rep re
sen t th e ir p e r tin e n t re feren ce  p o in t and  the subject of its definition. M ore
over, even if such attem pts rem ain  legitim ate, m eaning  th a t a rt still basically 
functions as it d id  in the  past (a lthough perhaps n o t to the same extent, or

17 Cf. S tephen Davies, Definitions of Art (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991).

15



A le š  E rjavec

with the sam e intensity, o r equally frequently) the p rob lem  still rem ains how  
to establish the relation of such a rt to cu ltu re  in the  sense o f  mass an d  con
sum er cu ltu re -  which today applies p redom inan tly  to the  visual cu ltu re  an d  
its h y b r id  fo rm s, th e se  r a n g in g  fro m  d re ss  c o d e s , d e s ig n , a n d  th e  
aestheticization o f everyday life to th e  ensu ing  anaestheticization  an d  its re t
roactive consequences. C ontem porary  a rt in  m ost cases obviously n o  lo n g er 
strives to be  partisan, subversive and  radical. Even if au th o rs  such as T erry  
Eagleton (in his Ideology o f the Aesthetic, 1990) claim  th a t p o stm o d ern  a r t is 
both  radical and conservative, m ost frequently  its rad ical featu res are im m e
diately com m odified or carry and, especially, re ta in  little w eight if m easu red  
by their social consequences. C om m odification is o n e  o f  the  essential com 
m on features o f contem porary  and  past cu ltu re  an d  o f co n tem p o rary  a r t an d  
is the th ird  cause for the question o f how to re la te  the philosophy  o f  a r t to  a 
philosophy of cu lture so as to avoid separating  these two realm s o f  inquiry  
whose subjects increasingly ap p ear to be m erg ing  o r a re  revealing  n u m ero u s 
similarities -  for h asn ’t art, by losing o r d im in ish ing  its tru th-disclosing func
tion, lan d ed  in the b road  and  norm atively n eu tra l realm  o f cu lture?

M odernist art tended  to d istance itself from  culture: cu ltu re  was ethn ic , 
local, traditional o r mass and  consum er cu ltu re , while a r t was p red o m in an tly  
elitist (and  a part o f “h igh” cu ltu re), be it in the trad itional m o d ern is t sense 
or the avant-garde one. O ne o f its d istinguish ing  characteristics was its sub
versive natu re , be it in relation to previous a r t o r  to society, as well as its tru th - 
d isclosing ro le, d e fen d ed  by p h ilo so p h e rs  fro m  H egel, N ie tzsch e , a n d  
H eidegger to A dorno, M erleau-Ponty and  A lthusser. I t fu r th e rm o re  req u ired  
an effort on  the p art o f the aud ience to achieve aesthetic  an d  artistic a p p re 
ciation. Such m odern ist a rt is today o ften  assim ilated an d  in teg ra ted  in to  the 
repository o f cultural heritage and  is m o d ern  in the  Lyotard sense (as is the  
theory which supported  it). O ne o f the features o f  p o stm o d ern  a r t  an d  cul
ture, re la ted  of course to their com m odified  na tu re , is th e ir accessibility, th e ir 
“user-friendly” na tu re  which, on the  one  h an d , allows b o th  to be  global and , 
on the o ther, to raise the question  w he ther this is still a r t  an d  n o t sim ply 
cu lture in its traditional com m odified form . Such works are  h en c e  o ften  hy
brids between m odern ist art (from  which they re ta in  the n o tio n  o f  a rt) an d  
culture u n d er m odernism  (from  w hich they have gained  th e ir  accessibility 
and, therefore , w hat was then  perceived as its com m odified  fea tu re s ) . A  p ara 
m oun t exam ple o f such art or cu ltu re  is con tem porary  a rch itec tu re , w hich is 
sim ultaneously artistic, aestheticized, m arket-o rien ted  an d  rep resen ts  a p u b 
lic space. It is therefore n o t surprising th a t the issue o f  postm odern ism  was 
first raised in architecture, in w hich the  dem arca tion  line betw een a r t  an d
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cu ltu re  is o ften  extrem ely  difficult to draw. In m odern  exhibition  spaces the 
a rch itec tu ra l en v iro n m en t o ften  carries equal or similar im portance to the 
works ex h ib ited  in it.

T h e  reason  why an a ttem p t to  designate aesthetics as philosophy o f cul
tu re  seem s a t first sigh t d o o m ed  to failure is that aesthetics, no t only in its 
func tiona lis t form , b u t also in  its p roceduralist or institutionalist variants, in 
spite o f  in n u m erab le  attem pts to d isrupt the institution o r the realm  o f art, 
nonethe less con tains an  in trinsic norm ative feature. W hile contem porary  art 
may b e  losing its real o r im agined  existential o r tru th  disclosing function  and 
value w hich it p resum ably  possessed u n d er m odernism , the designation of 
“a r t” n o n eth e less a t least potentially  retains artifacts and o th er p h en o m en a  
existing u n d e r  such a designation  within the unavoidably, i.e. by definition, 
norm ative realm  o f “a r t.” T o  be an  artist today often designates prim arily 
o n e ’s self-designation and  only secondly tha t o f the audience. I may be an 
artis t in  my own eyes an d  for this I d o n ’t requ ire  confirm ation from  others -  
a fea tu re  w hich radically distinguishes a contem porary  artist from  a m o d ern 
ist one, who req u ired  a t least the appreciation  o f a narrow  circle o f similarly 
inclined  individuals. But, on  the o th er hand , such a designation does n o t 
elim inate, n eg a te  o r rep lace its norm ative implications.

So, how w ould aesthetics, in  spite of the afo rem entioned  possible reser
vation, be  possible as a  ph ilosophy o f culture? I shall conclude my p ap er by 
discussing two such attem pts.

T h e  first is th a t o f  H einz Paetzold who has developed his views in a series 
o f  articles an d  books pub lished  since 1990. (I am thinking particularly o f his 
Ästhetik der neueren Moderne from  1990 and his m ore recen t book The Symbolic 
Language o f Culture, Fine Arts and Architecture from  1997.) T he essential argu
m ents from  these two books have been  p resen ted  and u p d ated  in a recen t 
article en titled  “A esthetics A nd /A s Philosophy o f C ultu re” and  published in 
the  1999 volum e o f  the  IAA Yearbook. I shall thus lim it my discussion o f 
P aetzo ld ’s views to  this essay.

P ae tzo ld ’s in ten tio n  is to develop a critical philosophy o f culture. In his 
w ords, “This u n d ertak in g  finds a  historical backing in the stance o f the ear
lier critical theory, on  the one  h an d , and  in the project o f  the philosophy o f 
symbolic form s, o n  the o th er. I am  arguing -  continues Paetzold -  in favor o f 
a synthesis betw een these two strands which moved historically along sepa
rate rou tes.”18 W hat m akes Paetzo ld’s project o f a philosophy o f culture inter-

18 H einz Paetzold, “Aesthetics A nd/A s Philosophy of Culture,” The IAA Yearbook, vol. 3 
(1999); <h ttp ://dav inc i.n tu .ac .uk /iaa /iaa3 /aesthe ticsand .h tm >, p. 1.
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esting is the requ irem en t for such a ph ilosophy to  be  critical, fo r  w ithou t this 
critical e lem en t it is difficult if n o t o u trig h t im possible to p ro p o se  a  persua
sive philosophical project. W hat Paetzold th en  appropria tes from  C assirer is 
his understand ing  o f cu lture as a “process o f  m a n ’s progressive self-libera
tion.” But, for this to be possible, in cu ltu re  two sides have to be  recognized: 
“All this leads m e to the conclusion,” states Paetzold, “th a t ph ilosophy  o f  h u 
m an cu ltu re  becom es a critical endeavor only to th a t ex te n t th a t we grasp 
cu ltu re ’s two sides: Its hope giving prom ises an d  its th o ro u g h  fa ilu res.”ly Sec
ondly, argues Paetzold, “the philosophy o f h u m an  cu ltu re  has to deal with 
the plurality o f symbolic forms in a n o n h iera rch ica l, p luralistic way. ... D e
th ron ing  scientific and  technological rationality  from  b ein g  the  fo u n d a tio n a l 
paradigm  o f  culture does n o t m ean to en th ro n e  the arts and  poetry  in place 
o f science as rom anticism  w anted to d o .”2H Thirdly, the  philosophy o f  h u m an  
culture contains an  answer to the question  o f w hat m akes a cu ltu red  subjec
tivity. This includes bodily and  som atic com ponen ts w hich ca n n o t be sub lated  
into p u re  rationality.21

A m ong the early philosophers o f cu ltu re  Paetzold finds n o t only H e rd e r  
and  G eorg Simmel, b u t also Vico, R ousseau, C roce an d  C ollingw ood, an d  
places aesthetics within a critical ph ilosophy o f cu ltu re  as a co m p o n en t o f  
it,22 w herein  works o f  art exist as “symbolically significant expressions o f  cul
tu re.”23 H e ends his essay by explicitly em bracing  a functional u n d e rs tan d in g  
of symbolic forms, art included.

W hile Paetzold’s pro ject o f a critical ph ilosophy o f cu ltu re , a seg m en t o f 
which is also aesthetics as a philosophy o f art, appears very prom ising , it lacks, 
for the tim e being at least, an  analysis o f the negative side, i.e. c u ltu re ’s fail
ures. W ithout explain ing this side, his p ro jec t seem s to fall u n d e r  a sim ilar 
category as the neopragm atist theories o f Shusterm an an d  Rorty tha t Paetzold 
criticizes for highlighting only the aesthetic  d im ension  o f co n tem p o rary  cul
ture, i.e. only one  o f its sides. H ence the p ro jec t o f  a critical ph ilo sophy  o f 
culture rem ains for the time being  incom plete.

A nother, m uch  b e tte r known re cen t p ro jec t o f  a ph ilosophy  o f  cu ltu re , is 
th a t  o f  F red ric  J a m e so n , m any  o f  w hose w ritin g s  a f te r  th e  essay o n  
postm odernism  published  in the New Left Review in 1984 were devoted  to vari
ous aspects of n o t only postm odernism  as the cu ltu ra l d o m in an t o f  the  cu r
ren t late capitalism, i.e. its m ultinational form , b u t also to b ro a d e r cu ltu ra l

Ibid., p. 2.
20 Ibid., p. 3.
21 Cf. ibid., pp. 3-4.
22 Cf. ibid., p. 8.
23 Ibid., p. 9.
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issues, these b e in g  devoted to  and  supported  by a variety o f  works ranging 
from  films by David Lynch, con tem porary  poetry and  postm odern  architec
tu re , to pain tings by A ndy W arhol and  H edeigger’s analysis o f a pain ting  by 
van Gogh. In  certa in  respects Jam eso n ’s analysis and  critique of con tem po
rary cu ltu re  is sim ilar to th a t discussed in Paetzold’s project, although  it rests 
n o t only u p o n  the trad ition  o f the F rankfurt School b u t especially that of 
Georg Lukâcs and  partly on  Lyotard and Baudrillard. In fact, m ost o fjam eson’s 
theory  is surprisingly traditionalist, finding, with its totalizing tendencies, its 
p ro p e r  h istorical place perh ap s m ore in the first h a lf o r the m iddle of the 
previous cen tu ry  th an  at the ou tse t o f postm odernism . By stating this I in no  
way wish to d im inish  its im portance and  influence or insightfulness. O n the 
contrary , I instead  w ant to p o in t o u t that such a totalizing stance obviously 
reveals, firstly, the  con tem porary  need  for such a viewpoint an d  the privileges 
it offers and , secondly, it avoids the shortcom ings of regarding postm odernism  
as a com plete  b reak  with the past which then  prevents a serious historical 
com parative analysis. O n the o th e r hand , Jam eso n ’s freq u en t alm ost in ter
changeab le  use o f  the  term s art and  cu lture and his trea tm en t o f the form er 
as an  im plicit ex tension  an d  perhaps a relatively special case o f the latter, 
avoids som e o f the pitfalls o f the  desire to establish a clear division between 
the  two, im plying a desire  to collapse them  into a single entity. T he reason 
th a t Ja m e so n ’s ap p ro ach  appears successful, be it in re lation  to realist, m od
ern is t o r p o stm o d ern is t a r t an d  cu lture, is in his im plicit in terp re ta tio n  o f art 
an d  cu ltu re  as a vehicle for creating  m eaning, for creating a represen ta tion  
an d  se lf-represen tation  o f  ourselves as social beings. H ence his requests ad
dressed to au th en tic  a r t an d  cu ltu re are requests for political and partisan 
views an d  articu la tions, for subversion o f established norm s and  views -  an 
in te rp re ta tion  that is highly successful when aimed at politically oriented works 
o r an  A dorno-type in te rp re ta tio n  o f art and  its place in society, b u t which falls 
sh o rt w hen app lied  to acclaim ed works o f a rt which nonetheless show no 
covert o r overt political in ten tions. This question  is frequen tly  raised by 
Jam eso n  him self, as in the case o f W arhol’s works: “T he question [is] why 
Andy W arh o l’s Coca-Cola bottles and  C am pbell’s soup cans -  so obviously 
rep resen ta tio n s o f com m odity  o r consum er fetishism -  do n o t seem to func
tion as critical o r political statem ents?”24 It is exactly this question that sets 
the limits to Jam e so n ’s endeavor to determ ine the function o r functions o f 
a rt in a u n ifo rm  way. Yet, an  ap p a ren t way ou t o f this impasse is offered by the 
n o tio n  o f “cognitive m app ing ,” which is in fact, as Jam eson h im self admits, a

24 F redric Jam eson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London: 
Verso, 1991), p. 158.
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paraphrase  of Lukacs’s class consciousness. P u t d ifferently, the basic p u rp o se  
o r function  of a rt -  any a rt o f any ep o ch  -  is to offer a cognitive m ap p in g  o f 
oneself an d  of the society to which we belong, to  disclose th e  tru th  o f  o n ese lf 
w ithin o n e ’s place and  to offer coord inates w hich h e lp  us establish o u r h e re  
and  now within a given social, h istorical and  m en tal space. In  1984 an d  also 
in 1991 (when the essay was published  in a book  b ea rin g  the  sam e title) h e  
expressed his view th a t postm odern ism  h asn ’t developed  sufficiently yet to 
allow for a cognitive m apping  which w ould be n o t only the  opposite  o f itse lf-  
schizophrenia, chaos, tem poral d isp lacem ent, etc. T o  o u r  surprise  this topic 
is la ter d ro p p ed  -  som ething tha t m akes us w onder w h e th e r this h a p p e n e d  
because it was irrelevant o r because in no  instance an  answer for it has yet 
been  found . In o th e r words, postm odern ist a r t and  cu ltu re  seem  to offer no  
clue as how to establish a cognitive m app ing  sim ilar to th a t o ffered  in m o d 
ernism  by m odern ist works as described  an d  exp la ined  by Lukacs, A d o rn o  
and  others. It thus appears as if Jam eso n  accepts L yo tard ’s views from  The 
Postmodern Condition, in the English In tro d u c tio n  to w hich Jam eso n  offers no 
way o u t o f what, for him , should  be a failure, b u t w hich is, fo r Lyotard, exactly 
the central feature o f postm odern  art.25

T h e notion o f cognitive m apping  som ew hat corresponds to ideas p ro 
m oted  by H einz Paetzold, for cognitive m ap p in g  d o esn ’t necessarily m ean  
only a rational endeavor, b u t is, ju d g in g  also from  Jam e so n ’s H egelian  back
ground , equally sensuous, rep resen tin g  in  this way a case o f  symbolic form s. 
If this is true, a link betw een these various attem pts to forge a ph ilosophy  o f 
cu lture may be established, b u t we seem  to be  still a long  way from  a relatively 
consistent and  theoretically persuasive philosophy o f cu ltu re , a lth o u g h  som e
thing o f the  kind appears, after h a lf a century , to be again a necessity w hich 
will he lp  us productively relate a rt an d  cu ltu re , b u t in a co n tem p o rary  h isto ri
cal setting.

25 Cf. Fredricjam eson, “Introduction” inJean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition 
(Manchester: M anchester University Press, 1984), pp. xxiii-xxv.
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