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AESTHETICS, PHILOSOPHY OF CULTURE AND 
“THE AESTHETIC TURN”

L ars-O lof  Â hlberg

Zweifellos erleben wir gegenwärtig e inen  Ästhetik-Boom. Er 
re ich t von der individuellen Stilisierung über die Stadt­
gesta ltung  und  die Ö konom ie bis zur T heo rie  . . . zu­
nehm end gilt uns die Wirklichkeit im ganzen als ästhetisches 
Konstrukt.

-W olfgang Welsch

Aesthetics should be . . . re thought in such a way that it 
becom es em bedded in a broader context within philosophy 
o f hum an culture.

-H einz Paetzold

A book advocating philosophy as the reasoned pursuit of 
aesthetic living cannot harbor an essential dualism between 
reason and aesthetics, reflected in an unbridgeable divide 
between the m odern and postm odern.

-R ichard Shusterman

I

“A esthetics is a chaotic  field  o f inquiry w hich has had  unusual difficulty 
d e fin in g  an d  o rgan iz ing  itself. It is also one o f the  m ost fascinating and 
cha lleng ing  b ranches o f ph ilosophy”, says Kendall W alton in his review of 
M ichael Kelly’s Encyclopedia o f Aesthetics' W alton evidently thinks o f aesthetics 
as philosophical aes th e tics , o r, as philosophy o f art, b u t aesthetics can  be 
u n d ers to o d  in a m uch  w ider con tex t -  as it often is nowadays- as a general 
theo ry  o f a r t an d  aesthetic  experience , as the theory o f specific a rt forms, and

1 Kendall W alton, Review of Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael Kelly, 4 vols. (Oxford: 
O xford University Press, 1998), Times Literary Supplement, Septem ber 29, 2000, p. 8.
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as an in tegral p a rt o f the philosophy o f cu ltu re . If ph ilosoph ical aesthetics is 
a chaotic business, w hat then  ab o u t aesthetics broadly  conceived?

In this p ap er I p ropose to discuss som e o f  the issues raised  by R ichard  
Shusterm an and W olfgang W elsch in  th e ir re c e n t w ritings on  the  aim s an d  
purposes o f  aesthetics. Both ph ilosophers advocate, with d iffe ren t em phasis 
and  purpose, a reform ation and  transform ation  o f aesthetics as an  in tellectual 
discipline, and they are bo th  involved in  the  “aesthetic tu rn ” in  philosophy. I 
shall begin  by sketching the background  against w hich the  c u rre n t revival o f  
in terest in aesthetics occurs before discussing “the  aesthetic  tu rn ” an d  in 
particu lar S husterm an’s and  W elsch’s views.

I I

Aesthetics as the systematic philosophy o f a rt owes its existence, historically 
sp eak in g , to  th e  d is tin c tio n  b e tw een  aisthesis sen so ry  p e rc e p t io n  a n d  
experience) and noesis (reason and  know ledge) in  the  classical ph ilosophy o f 
an tiqu ity , the d icho tom y betw een  aisthesis a n d  noesis d o m in a tin g  m u ch  
subsequen t W estern philosophy an d  though t.

A esthetics as a p h ilo so p h ica l d isc ip lin e , in a u g u ra te d  by A lex a n d e r 
B aum garten  in the m id - 1750s b u t foreshadow ed by L eibn iz’s reflections on 
the d ifference betw een clear and  u n c lea r ideas an d  sensations an d  th e ir 
re la tionsh ip  to distinct (theoretical) ideas,2 is paradoxically  b o th  a ch ild  o f 
rationalism  and the E n ligh tenm en t an d  a t the sam e tim e a c ritiq u e  -  a lbeit 
an  im plicit one -  o f an  absolute, logistic rationalism , w hich does n o t g ran t 
cognitive value to aisthesis. W olfgang W elsch rightly observes th a t B aum garten  
conceived o f aesthetics (i.e. ph ilosophical aesthetics) as co m p lem en tin g  an d  
correc ting  a one-sided and  arid  ra tiona lism .3 Since the  palm y days o f the 
philosophy of a r t in the 19th century, w hen the ph ilosophy  o f  a r t was a t the 
cen tre  o f the  philosophical discussion an d  occup ied  such an im p o rtan t place 
in the philosophical systems o f Hegel, Schelling and  S chopenhauer,4 aesthetics

2 Se Jeffrey Barnouw, “The Beginnings of ‘A esthetics’ and the Leibnizian C onception 
o f Sensation”, Eighteenth-Century Aesthetics and the Reconstruction o f Art, ed. Paul M attick jr. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 52-95.

3 “Baumgarten hat die Ästhetik als Korrekturdisziplin des einseitigen Rationalism us 
konzipiert und  begründet” (Wolfgang Welsch, Unsere postmoderne Moderne, 4e Aufl., Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag, 1993), p. 88.

4 When aesthetics as the philosophy o f art fell in to  d isrepute during  the last decades o f 
the 19th century this was in large measure due to the overly speculative and  “universalistic” 
character o f H egel’s, Schelling’s and S chopenhauer’s metaphysics of art, which elicited
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as the  philosophy o f  a r t has been  relegated to the outskirts o f  the philosophical 
lan d scap e  b o th  in  th e  p h en o m en o lo g ica l an d  the  analytic trad itions in 
ph ilosophy  d u rin g  the first h a lf o f the 20th century.5 D uring the 50s and  the 
60s, however, th e re  is a renew ed in terest in the philosophy o f art b o th  in 
C o n tin en ta l ph ilosophy  (“co n tin en ta l” being  an infelicitous geographical 
m e ta p h o r)  an d  in  analytic p h ilo sophy  (“analy tic” b e in g  an  in felicitous 
chem ical m e tap h o r) . A lthough ontology, epistemology, philosophy o f science, 
p h i lo s o p h y  o f  la n g u a g e  a n d  m o ra l p h ilo so p h y  have d o m in a te d  th e  
ph ilo soph ical scene, ph ilosophical aesthetics conceived as the philosophy of 
a r t has g ained  a resp ec ted  b u t subord inated  position  in general philosophy. 
T his renew ed  in te re st in aesthetics is at least in part d u e  to the “linguistic 
tu rn ” in philosophy, w hich can be  discerned bo th  in phenom enological and  
h e rm e n eu tic  trad itions as well as in analytic ways o f do ing  philosophy.

D u rin g  the 1990s, however, aesthetics as the philosophy o f art and  as the 
reflec tion  on  aesthetic  p h en o m en a  in general has becom e a m ajor concern  
in  m any academ ic disciplines an d  interdisciplinary projects. A p le tho ra  of 
works in an d  on  philosophical aesthetics published in recen t years is a sign of 
the  tim es, b u t also in several o th e r disciplines such as cognitive science, the 
psychology o f p ercep tio n  as well as in cultural studies the renew ed in terest in 
aesthetic  questions is visible. In  addition  to M ichael Kelly’s Encyclopedia of 
Aesthetics (1998), the first m o d ern  encyclopedia o f its kind, six in troductory  
books by A nglo-A m erican philosophers on aesthetics have been  published 
w ithin n o  less th an  th ree  years: G ordon  G raham ’s Philosophy of the Arts: A n  
Introduction to Aesthetics ( 1997), D abney Tow nsend’s An Introduction to Aesthetics 
(1997), G eorge D ickie’s Introduction to Aesthetics: A n  Analytic Approach (1997), 
C olin Lyas’s Aesthetics (1997), Jam es W. M ann’s Aesthetics (1998), and  Noël 
C arrolls Philosophy o f Art: A Contemporary Introduction (1999). All these works 
are m ore o r less firm ly situated  w ithin the analytic tradition, and  display bo th  
the characteristic  virtues and  vices o f analytic aesthetics, the exception being  
C olin Lyas’s book, w hich is by far the m ost original and engaging. T he works

an anti-philosophical bias in the em erging empirical discipines of a rt history and the 
history of literature.

5 Im portan t and influential works in the philosophy of art have been written during 
this period  as well, in particular by idealistically inclined philosophers such as Benedetto 
Croce (Estetica come scienza dell’ espressione e linguistica generate, 1902) andR . G. Collingwood 
( The Principles of Art, 1938) and by philosophers transform ing and transcending the 
idealistic tradition, Ernst Cassirer’s Philosophie der symbolischen Formen (1923-9), John  Dewey’s 
Art as Experience (1925), Susanne K. L anger’s Philosophy in a New Key: A Study of Symbolism 
in Reason, Rite, and Art (1942) and Feeling and Form: A Theory ofArt Developed from “Philosophy 
in a New Key”( 1953) should  be m entioned as well as Roman Ingarden’s Das literarische 
Kunstwerk (1931) and  Untersuchungen zur Ontologie der Kunst (1965).
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by these Anglo-Saxon writers rep resen t a m ore  o r less analytic an d  ahistorical 
approach  to aesthetics and  the philosophy o f art, w hereas B rigitte S ch ee r’s 
in troducto ry  work, Einführung in die philosophische Ästhetik (1997),° is m o re  a 
work in conceptual history (“Begriffsgeschichte”) o r the history o f ph ilosophy 
than  a systematic in troduction  to the philosophy o f  art. S cheer claim s th a t 
aesthetics has enjoyed a rem arkable renaissance in  the past fifteen years o r 
so, n o t only in an  institutional, academ ic con tex t, b u t ra th e r  as a p o te n t 
ferm ent, affecting m any philosophical disciplines. In  h e r  view, ph ilo soph ical 
aesthetics today has prim arily a critical function , relativizing the  claim s o f 
ahistorical reason, attacking the cen tra l parad igm  o f W estern  philosophy, the 
traditional, logocentric conception o f reason. Philosophical aesthetics, in h e r 
view, is an  in te r -  an d  transd iscip linary  en d eav o u r, a n d  is to g e th e r  w ith 
epistem ology one o f the fundam ental ph ilosoph ical d isc ip lin e s .7

T h ere  are, to be sure, aestheticians and  ph ilosophers o f  art, seeking  to 
avoid the  two extrem es o f a d e te rm in e d  an ti-h isto rica l a p p ro a c h  a n d  a 
reso lu tely  h isto ricist ap p ro ach  -  b o th  o f  w hich  seem  to m e to  o cc lu d e  
im portan t aspects of art and aesthetics. T heoreticians such as Luc Ferry, G érard  
G enette andJean-M arie Schaeffer in France, O to  M arquard, W olfgang W elsch, 
Heinz Paetzold and M artin Seel in G erm any exem plify the a ttem p t to com bine 
an historical approach to the problem s o f a r t an d  aesthetics with a m o re  o r 
less systematic and  constructive perspective.x How the h isto rical an d  the  
system atic/analytic should be re la ted  to one a n o th e r  is a m o o t question ; an d  
we may well ask w hether h istorical co n sid era tio n s are  always re lev an t to

11 Encyclopedia o f Aesthetics, 4 vols., ed. M ichael Kelly (Oxford: O xford University Press,
1998), Colin Lyas, Aesthetics (London: UCL Press, 1997), George Dickie, Introduction to 
Aesthetics: An Analytic Approach (New York: O xford  U niversity Press, 1997), D abney 
Townsend, An Introduction to Aesthetics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), G ordon  G raham , 
Philosophy of the Arts: An Introduction to Aesthetics (London: Routledge, 1997), Jam es W. 
Manns, Aesthetics (Armonk, USA, 1998), Noël Carroll, Philosophy o f Art: A Contemporary 
Introduction (London: Routledge, 1999), Brigitte Scheer, Einführung in die philosophische 
Ästhetik (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1997).

7 Brigitte Scheer, Einführung in die philosophische Ästhetik, p. 1-5.
8 See Luc Ferry, Homo Aestheticus: The Invention of Taste in the Democratic Age, trans. 

Robert de Loaiza (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press, 1993), G érard  G enette, The 
Aesthetic Relation, trans. G. M. Goshgarian (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press,
1999), Jean-M arie Schaeffer, Art of the Modem Age: Philosophy of Art from Kant to Heidegger 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), Udo M arquard, Aesthetica und Anaesthetica: 
Philosophische Überlegungen (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1989), W olfgang W elsch, Ästhetisches 
Denken (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1990) and Grenzgänge der Ästhetik (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1996), 
Jörg  Zim m erm ann, Hrsg., Ästhetik und Naturerfarhrung (Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt, 1996), 
Heinz Paetzold, Die Realität der symbolischen Formen: Die Kulturphilosophie Em st Cassirers im 
Kontext (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1994), M artin Seel, Ästhetik des 
Erscheinens (München: Hanser, 2000).
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philosoph ical analysis. In  any case, th ere  seems to be a growing awareness of 
the  im p o rtan ce  o f h istorical an d  contex tual approaches to philosophical 
p rob lem s, in  p articu la r to  p rob lem s in  the philosophy o f cu ltu re an d  in  
aesthetics. W hen  dealing  with problem s in aesthetics and  the philosophy o f 
cu ltu re  a dow nright h istoricist approach  dispensing with argum ents, reducing 
ph ilo soph ical questions to purely  historical questions shou ld  be avoided, as 
sh o u ld  the o th e r  ex trem e, trea ting  aesthetic and  cultural concepts as if they 
possessed som e in te rn a l ahistorical necessity thereby reducing  philosophical 
questions to  purely  logical ones. H istorical concepts have a logic and  are 
am enab le  to concep tual analysis, logical concepts have a history and  can be 
analysed from  a h istorical perspective. Andrew Bowie’s aspiration to avoid 
“th e  tendency  towards m erely ‘m o n u m en ta l’ history o f ideas characteristic o f 
som e w ork in  h erm en eu tics  an d  the unconscious philosophical am nesia o f 
m uch  analytic ph ilosophy” is certainly com m endable.1'

T h e  revitalization an d  renew al o f aesthetics is, however, n o t a purely 
academ ic m atter, m any theorists are convinced that contem porary  aesthetics 
has, or, ra th e r  shou ld , have a critical function in the larger culture as well; 
aesthetics is often conceived of as philosophy of culture and criticism of culture. 
As M ichael Kelly says in the in troduction  to The Encyclopedia o f Aesthetics: 
“ [A ]esthetics is un iquely  situated  to serve as a m eeting place for num erous 
academ ic disciplines an d  cultural traditions [my italics]”, aesthetics is “the critical 
re flec tio n  o n  a rt, c u ltu re  an d  n a tu re ”,10 and  Brigitte Scheer claims tha t 
“philosophical aesthetics has experienced an extraordinary renaissance during 
the  past fifteen  years, n o t prim arily as an  institu tion , which keeps itself within 
its own disciplinary boundaries, b u t as a ferm ent penetrating  and  transform ing 
alm ost all philosophical areas”.11 Philosophical aesthetics has above all a critical 
p o ten tia l because ph ilosoph ical aesthetics in  h e r  op in ion  “repudiates the 
c e n tr a l  p a ra d ig m  o f  W e ste rn  p h ilo so p h y , th e  tra d itio n a l lo g o cen tr ic  
co n c ep tio n  o f  ra tio n a lity  an d  th e  absolutiflcation of th a t co n cep tio n ”.12 
W hereas “the  linguistic tu rn ” carried  with it a he ig h ten ed  consciousness of 
th e  linguistic  ch a rac te r  an d  lan g u ag e-d ep en d en t ch a rac te r of o u r world 
views,13 it is today ap p ro p ria te  to speak o f an  “aesthetic tu rn ”, she claims,

IJ Andrew Bowie, From Romanticism to Critical Theory: The Philosophy of German Literary 
Theory (London: Routledge, 1997), viii.

10 Kelly, “In troduc tion”, Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, xi.
11 Scheer, Einführung in die philosophische Ästhetik, p. 1, my trans.
12 Ibid.
14 S cheer’s characterization  of the linguistic tu rn  is somewhat inaccurate, for the 

linguistic tu rn  involved above all a preoccupation with the structure of language, the 
rela tionsh ip  betw een word and  world, and m ore generally the analysis of linguistic
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because aesthetics takes the in terp re tative an d  constructive ch a rac te r o f  o u r 
sensations and perceptions o f  the world seriously.14 In  short, the  aesthetic  
charac te r o f  knowledge and  experience  in  general is acknow ledged  in  m any 
quarters today, Scheer believes. S im ilar views are h e ld  by W olfgang W elsch, 
who in his essay “Ästhetische G rundzüge im gegenw ärtigen D en k en ” (1991), 
speaks o f cognitive and  epistem ological aesthetic ization, the aesthetic iz ing  o f 
know ledge and  reality; in today’s (post) m o d ern  w orld th e re  is, h e  claim s, a 
strong  tendency, a tendency h e  apparen tly  endorses, to view tru th  an d  reality  
as aesthetic phenom ena -  aesthetic in a wide sense o f  th e  term . In  W elsch’s 
view, constructiv ism  is the d o m in a n t p h ilo so p h y  today, in  stressin g  th e  
constructedness o f personal identity, o f reality and  o f the w orld constructivism  
im plies an  aestheticization o f tru th , know ledge an d  reality .15 W elsch argues 
in his essay “Ästhetik au ß erh a lb  d e r Ä sthetik  -  F ü r e in e  n e u e  F orm  d e r  
D isziplin” (1995) in favour o f an  “aesthetics ou tside o f aesthetics”, aesthetics 
as a multi-disciplinary “trans-aesthetics”, w hich transcends the b o u n d arie s  o f 
traditional art cen tred  philosophical aesthetics an d  occupies itself w ith the  
analysis and  criticism o f contem porary  cu ltu re  and  theory. Since the  aesthetic  
has invaded most, if n o t all, areas o f life an d  cu ltu re  in “o u r p o stm o d ern  
m odern  w orld”, philosophy, and  in particu la r ph ilosoph ical aesthetics m ust 
follow suit, W elsch believes.

meaning. See The Linguistic Turn: Essays in Philosophical Method, ed. Richard Rorty (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1967). The term  “linguistic tu rn ” was, contrary to a w idespeard 
opinion, no t invented by Rorty, the logical positivist Gustav Bergm ann seems to be the 
inventor o f the expression “linguistic tu rn ”, by which he m eant som ething else than Rorty, 
who adopted the term  for the collection of essays The Linguistic Turn (See R. Rorty, 
Consequences of Pragmatism: Essays 1972-1980, Brighton: H arvester Press, 1982, xxi). T he 
different “turns” in philosophy and cultural theory seem  to have replaced the adaption  of 
Kuhnian “paradigm s” to the humanities; after “the epistem ological tu rn ” we have “the 
linguistic tu rn”, “the interpretive tu rn” (Cf. The Interpretive Turn: Philosophy, Science, Culture, 
eds. David R. Hiley, James F. Bohman, R ichard Shusterm an, Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1991), and “the cultural tu rn ” (Cf. Beyond the Cultural Turn: New Directions in the 
Study o f Society and Culture, eds. Victoria E. Bonnell & Lynn H unt, University o f California 
Press, 1999).

14 Scheer, Einführung in die philosophische Ästhetik, p. 3., my trans.
15 W olfgang Welsch, “Ästhetische Grundzüge im gegenwärtigen D enken”, 1991, in W. 

Welsch, Grenzgänge der Ästhetik (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1996), 62-105, trans, as Undoing Aesthetics 
(London: Sage, 1997). An im portant discussion of constructivism is found  in Jo h n  Searle’s 
The Construction of Social Reality (London: Allen Lane, The Penguin  Press, 1995). Ian 
Hacking offers an interesting analysis of various forms of constructivism in his The Social 
Construction o f What? (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1999).
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III

W hat th en  does “aesthe tic ization” m ean, what are the im plications o f the 
“the  aesthetic tu rn ” for research  in the cultural sciences, and  what is the status 
o f ph ilosoph ical aesthetics afte r “the aesthetic tu rn ”? Several answers suggest 
them selves, b u t  b e fo re  co n sid erin g  R ichard  S h u ste rm an ’s and  W olfgang 
W elsch’s views a few com m ents on  the answers proposed  by the Faculties o f 
th e  H u m an itie s  a n d  Social Sciences a t U ppsala U niversity in the  “Jo in t 
P rog ram m e o f  Renewal for the  H um anities”. “T he Aesthetic T u rn ”, which 
fo rm s  p a r t  o f  th e  p ro p o s e d  p ro g ra m m e  in  “C u ltu ra l  A nalysis a n d  
C o n tem porary  C riticism ”, is described  as follows:

W ithin philosophical aesthetics today, a frequently used term is “the 
aesthetic tu rm ”, or in o ther words there is an increasing tendency to 
view the  aesthetic  d im ension  as prim ary and  fundam ental to the 
com position o f our perceptions and experience of reality, a tendency 
that is for instance an outcom e of the cultural upheaval in which we are 
living and  which requires cultural analysis with a m ore aesthedcally 
co n d itio n ed  reflectiveness. This deepen ing  and ex tension  of the 
aesthetic dim ension outside the traditional delimitations of art faces 
the aesthetic disciplines with new and vital research tasks.w

T h e  m ain  p o in ts  can  be  sum m arized  as follows: (1) the  aesth e tic  
d im e n s io n  is o f te n  ta k e n  as p rim ary  as re g a rd s  o u r  p e rc e p tio n  an d  
ap p reh en sio n  o f  reality, (2) this alleged tendency in contem porary  th o u g h t 
is the  resu lt o f  re cen t cu ltu ra l changes (the transition form  m odernity  to 
p o s tm o d e rn ity ? ) , (3) th e  ae s th e tic  d iscip lines in c lu d in g  p h ilo so p h ica l 
aesthetics should  b ro ad en  their horizons so as to include aesthetic phenom ena 
ou tside  th e  arts in  th e ir purview. T h e  first claim is certainly true, the aesthetic 
d im ension  is taken as prim ary by m any leading philosophers and  cultural 
analysts today, b u t w h e th e r they are justified  in doing so is a m oot question, 
th e re fo re  the second  claim  th a t “cultural analysis with a  m ore aesthetically 
co n d itio n ed  reflectiveness” is req u ired  in o rder to und erstan d  contem porary  
cu lture (and  art?) seems to m e m ore doubtful. T he third claim is unexceptional 
if it is in te rp re te d  as an  ex h o rta tio n  to analyse the diversity o f  aesthetic 
p h e n o m e n a  (a n d  ae s th e tic  aspects o f  diverse cu ltu ra l p h e n o m e n a ) in 
con tem porary  society, w hich to my m ind also includes a sharpened  awareness 
o f the com plexity  o f  the  n o tio n  o f the aesthetic, or, ra ther, o f  the d ifferent 
an d  h e te ro g en eo u s  no tions o f  the  aesthetic at play in the  discourse o f “the 
aesthetic  tu rn ”.

10 Uppsala University, “H um anities and Social Sciences”, Proposal 2000-12-15, p. 23.
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T h e background o f “the aesthetic tu rn ” an d  the tasks lying ah ead  for 
aesthetics (broadly conceived) are clarified  in the following passage:

T here has been a renewed interest in aesthetics during  the past few 
decades, both philosophical aesthetics and aesthetic analysis in the wider 
sense, largely due to the critical discussions surrounding  postm odern 
theory (philosophy, aesthetics, cultural analysis) and postm odern art, 
literature, and architecture. The aestheticization of morality and lifestyle 
is often said to be a characteristic feature o f contem porary culture. While 
traditional aesthetic theory often displayed little or no interest in cultural 
spheres outside of high culture, and therewith limited its purview to 
fine art and belles lettre, contem porary aesthetics has b roadened  its 
scope to encompass everyday life and popular culture as well. This m eans 
that the very notion of the “aesthetic” is undergoing  a transform ation: 
from having been a relatively well-defined concept, it has become a m ore 
variegated and chaotic notion, reflecting the com plex reality which is 
its object of study.17

H ere  “the aesthetic tu rn ” is explicitly associated with postm odern ism  and  
postm odern  theory. W hereas the observation tha t trad itional aesthetic  theory  
(probably philosophical aesthetics is m ean t) has paid  little o r no  in te re st to 
aesthetic p henom ena outside o f h igh  a r t an d  cu ltu re  is certain ly  co rrec t the 
claim th a t “con tem porary  aesthetics” nowadays includes in to  its purview  
“everyday life an d  p o p u la r  c u ltu re  as w e ll” is a lm o s t as c e r ta in ly  an  
exaggeration. In  the first place this charac terization  applies to som e, perh ap s 
many, contem porary  aestheticians, (notably  S husterm an  an d  W elsch), b u t — 
for b e tte r o r w orse- n o t to all or even m ost ph ilosophical aestheticians. In  the  
second place we should no te  that “everyday life an d  p o p u la r cu ltu re ” has for 
a long tim e caught the in terest o f researchers in  various disciplines dea ling  
with ae s th e tic  p h e n o m e n a  (socio logy  o f  c u ltu re , soc io lo g y  o f  a r t  a n d  
lite ra tu re ). T h ere fo re  it is a m o o t q u es tio n  w h e th e r the  n o tio n  o f  “the  
aesthetic” has undergone, or, is u n d erg o in g  a transfo rm ation . In  fact, one 
issue o f fundam ental im portance is w hat is m ean t by “the  aesth e tic” an d  
“aesthetics” by the cham pions o f “the aesthetic  tu rn ”, an d  last b u t n o t l e a s t , 
what could  and  what should  be m ean t by these no tions. N o ra m  I so su re  that 
“the aesthetic”, has been  “a relatively well-defined co n cep t” in  the  trad itional 
discourse o f philosophical aesthetics an d  the aesthetic  disciplines; it seem s to 
m e tha t “the  aesthetic tu rn ” trades partly  on  the  etym ologically speaking  
o rig inal m ean in g  o f “the ae s th e tic” as “w hat p e r ta in s  to  sensa tions an d  
perceptions and the sensuous enjoym ent o f sensuous and  perceptual qualities”.

17 Ibid., pp. 24-5.
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I am  inclined  to th ink  th a t m uch  o f the im petus o f “the aesthetic tu rn ” derives 
from  priv ileging o n e  aspect o f  the traditional m eaning o f “the aesthetic”, or, 
o n e  use o f  the  n o tio n  o f  “the aesthetic” at the expense o f o thers, and  granting  
“th e  a e s th e tic ” in  th e  sen se  o f  “sensuous q u a litie s”, “w hat p e rta in s  to 
(p leasurab le) sensations an d  percep tions”, pride o f place. O ne aspect o f “the 
aesth e tic” has becom e d o m in an t in “the aesthetic tu rn ” at the expense of 
o th ers, an d  in  particu lar, a t the  expense of “the artistic”. T h e  claim th a t “the 
aesthetic  tu rn ” owes m uch  to postm odern  theory and postm odernism  (as well 
as postm odernity) is, I believe correct, therefore many interesting and  exciting 
tasks await the philosophical aesthetician and  cultural analyst, for, postm odern 
theory  an d  postm odern ism  in the arts and  in the cu lture at large is a very 
m ixed  b ag .18 W e n eed  to ask ourselves which postm odern  theories and  ideas 
have in fluenced  an d  d e te rm in ed  the nature and shape o f “the aesthetic tu rn ”. 
N eedless to say, o u r a ttitu d e  towards “the aesthetic tu rn ” is cond itioned  by 
o u r views o n  p o stm o d ern  theory  and  postm odernism  in gen era l.1''1

L est m y rem a rk s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  p ro p o sa l fo r th e  renew al o f  the  
h u m an ities  a t U ppsala University be m isunderstood, I hasten  to add that the 
proposa l to exp lo re  “the  aesthetic  tu rn ” is, in my view, very timely and  amply 
ju stified , b u t “the  aesthetic tu rn ” should n o t simply be taken for granted, nor, 
s h o u ld  th e  n a tu r e  a n d  e x te n t  o f  “th e  a e s th e tic  t u r n ” b e  ta k e n  as 
unprob lem atica lly  given; in  sh o rt “the aesthetic tu rn ” should  be subjected to 
a critical analysis from  various points o f views (philosophical, a rt historical, 
sociological), som eth in g  th a t is certainly no t excluded by the w ording o f the 
d o cu m en t. My own view is th a t there is indeed  -  for b e tte r  or worse -  a 
w idespread  aesthetic ization  o f  m any aspects o f contem porary  everyday life 
an d  mass cu ltu re  (as well as o f  theory), b u t “hedonistic consum erism ” is in 
m an y  c o n te x ts  p e rh a p s  a m o re  a p p ro p r ia te  label fo r  w ha t is ca lled  
“aesthe tic ization”. I also believe th a t it is im portan t for the cultural sciences 
includ ing  philosophical aesthetics and the philosophy and sociology o f culture 
to  c o n f r o n t  “ th e  s ta te  o f  c u l tu r e ” c ritica lly . W h e n  i t  com es to  th e

18 We sh o u ld  also n o te  th a t, acco rd in g  to som e analysts, po stm o d ern ity  and  
postm odernism  are already passé. T he architectural historian and critic Philip Jodidio, 
for exam ple, asserts that “it is clear that the time of the Post-Modern is gone” (Philip 
Jod id io , Contemporary European Architecture, vol. IV, Köln: Taschen, 1996, p. 6).

19 W ho is the paradigm atic postm odern  theorist? Foucault, Baudrillard, Derrida, 
Lyotard, or Rorty? A lthough  only Lyotard and Rorty (at a  tim e) accepted the label 
“postm odernist”, all thinkers m entioned are habitually regarded as crown witnesses for 
postm odernism . But there are fundam ental and irreducible differences between the 
“p ostm odern ism ” o f a Foucault and  a D errida and a Baudrillard, consequently the 
im plications for “the aesthetic tu rn ” differ widely depending on which theorist we regard 
as typical o f “the postm odern  tu rn ”.
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aestheticization o f theory, and  the claims th a t know ledge an d  reality have 
been  “aestheticized” I am  n o t so sure th a t this is w hat actually has h ap p e n e d  
across the  board , m oreover I p a r t com pany  w ith those w ho ap p lau d  the  
aestheticization o f m orals, theory, reality an d  w hat no t. I shall offer som e 
argum ents for my position in the sequel, b u t now  th a t the  ca t is o u t o f  the  
bag, I tu rn  to the views o f Richard S husterm an and  W olfgang W elsch, p erhaps 
the m ost influential p roponen ts o f “the  aesthetic  tu rn ”.

IV

“T he project o f m odernity  (with its E n ligh tenm en t roots and  rationalizing 
d ifferentiation o f cultural spheres) has b een  id en tified  with re aso n ”, says 
R ichard Shusterm an in his recen t work, Practicing Philosophy: Pragmatism and  
the Philosophical Life (1997).2H T he postm odern , h e  continues, is “contrastingly  
characterized  as dom inantly  aesthetic”.21 Now, b o th  S husterm an  an d  W elsch 
are p rone to contrasting the m odern and  the postm odern  in  this ra th e r cavalier 
way, b u t although there clearly is som ething in this contrasting  characterization 
o f the m o d ern  an d  the postm odern , I th in k  we shou ld  be  wary o f such snappy 
an d  fo rm u la ic  d e sc r ip tio n s  o f  s o m e th in g  as vast, p o ly m o rp h ic  a n d  
heterogeneous as m odernity  and  postm odern ity . In  sp ite o f  the  fact th a t 
Shusterm an warns us against taking these term s (“the  m o d e rn ” a n d  “the 
p o s tm o d e rn ”) “as d e n o tin g  d ich o to m o u s , in im ica l essen ces”,22 h e  ch a­
racterizes H aberm as as “cham pion ing  the  claim s o f  reason  an d  m o d ern ity ”, 
and Rorty as “representing the aesthetic an d  p o stm o d ern ”.23 A lthough I th ink  
Shusterm an has the aestheticization o f m orals an d  life-styles in m in d  (perhaps 
world views and  reality as well) w hen he speaks o f  the p o stm o d ern  as largely 
aesthetic, h e  apparently  also believes th a t p o stm o d ern  theory  is in  som e sense 
“aesthetic”, or, m ore aesthetic than  traditional, m o d ern  theory, since aesthetic 
aspects e n te r  in to  all o r m ost k in d s o f  th e o r iz in g  a c c o rd in g  to  h im . 
Postm odernism  has taken an aesthetic tu rn , says S husterm an , th in k in g  o f the  
(aesthetica lly  in sp ired?) c ritiq u e  o f  re aso n , a n d  above all, o f  th e  “th e  
postm odern  im plosion o f aesthetics in to  ethics and  politics”.24 W hat does the  
“im plosion o f aesthetics into ethics an d  politics” actually m ean? O n e  th in g  it

2,1 Richard Shusterman, Practicing Philosophy: Pragmatism and. the Philosophical Life (New 
York: Routledge, 1997), 113.

21 Ibid.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid., p. 114.
24 Ibid., p. 127.
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d o e sn ’t m ean , I suggest, is th a t ’’ethics and  aesthetics are o n e ”, as Shusterm an 
im plies in q u o tin g  W ittgenstein .2r’ W ittgenstein’s “parenthetical phrase”, he 
claim s, is “today so m ean in g fu l”, because it “gives p o in ted  expression to 
im p o rtan t insights and  problem s o f bo th  aesthetic and ethical theorizing in 
o u r  p o s tm o d e rn  a g e ”.21’ A ccord ing  to S husterm an , W ittgenstein  “denies 
m o d e rn ism ’s aesthetic  ideology o f artistic purism ” and  “implies that such 
iso lationist ideology is no  lo n g er viable now tha t the traditional com part- 
m entalization o f knowledge and  culture threatens to disintegrate into manifold 
form s o f in terd iscip linary  activity”.27 Shusterm an is, of course, aware o f the 
con tex t in which W ittgenstein’s rem ark (proposition 6.421 in Tractatus) occurs, 
a re m a rk  ex p re ssed  “in  th a t  au s te re  econom y o f p re g n a n t  m in im alist 
expression so characteristic o f the m odernist style”,28 as he puts it. Shusterm an 
knows th a t for the early W ittgenstein ethics as well as aesthetics (as expressions 
o f  value) involve seeing  things sub specie aetemitatis, that ethics and  aesthetics 
a re  tran scen d en ta l an d  concern  the realm  o f the mystical, a conviction that is
-  mildly p u t-  uncongenial to a postm odernist.2'1 T herefore Shusterm an’s claim 
th a t “W ittgenste in ’s am biguous dictum  tha t ethics and aesthetics are one by 
e rec tin g  the  aesthetic  as the p ro p e r ethical ideal”30 supports the postm odern 
“aesthe tic ization  o f  the e th ica l” is surprising. It may be  the case th a t the 
p o stm o d ern  conviction “th a t aesthetic considerations are o r should be crucial 
an d  ultim ately  perh ap s p a ram o u n t in determ in ing  how we choose to lead or 
shape o u r lives” is w idespread ,31 b u t it is certainly n o t W ittgenstein’s idea nor 
is it an  idea we sh o u ld  accep t lightheartedly .32

25 R ichard Shusterm an, Pragmatist Aesthetics: Living Beauty, Rethinking Art (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1992), p. 236-7.

20 Ibid., p. 237.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid., p. 236. W ittgenstein’s proposition 6.421 reads: “It is clear that ethics cannot be 

p u t into words. Ethics is transcendental. (Ethics and aesthetics are one and the sam e)” 
(Ludwig W ittgenstein , Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 1921, trans. D.F. Pears & B. F. 
McGuiness, London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961), the original German parenthetical 
sentence being: “(Ethik und  Ästhetik sind Eins)”.

2‘' A ccording to Hans-Johann Glock W ittgenstein’s “sibylline p ronouncem ent” involves 
the following points: (1) ethics and aesthetics are concerned with necessities, which by 
the ir very nature cannot be expressed in meaningful propositions, but only shown, (2) 
ethics and aesthetics constitute a higher, transcendetal realm of value, and (3) ethics and 
aesthetics are based on a mystical experience (Hans-Johann Glock, A Wittgenstein Dictionary, 
Oxford: Blackwell, 1996, p. 31).

30 Shusterm an, Praermatist Aesthetics, p. 237.
1,1 Ibid.
32 Cf. Joseph  M argolis’ rem arks about Shusterm an’s use of W ittgenstein’s dictum (J. 

Margolis, “All the T urns in ‘Aestheticizing’ Life”, Filozofski Vestnik 1999:2, “Aesthetics as
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But w hat exactly is involved in “the  aesthetic ization  o f  the  e th ica l”, an d  
what does “aesthetic” m ean here? S husterm an  offers the follow ing clues. T h e  
aestheticization o f the ethical, he says, is “perhaps m ore evident in  o u r everyday 
lives a n d  th e  p o p u la r  im a g in a tio n  o f  o u r  c u l tu re  th a n  in  a c a d e m ic  
p h ilo so p h y ”,33 this ae sth e tic iza tio n  b e in g  m an ife ste d  “by o u r  c u l tu r e ’s 
preoccupation  with glam our and gratification, with personal ap p earan ce  an d  
en rich m en t”.34 This, Shusterm an says, is “the postm o d ern ist e th ics o f  taste”, 
whose m ost influential philosophical advocate is R ichard  Rorty. Rorty favours 
“the aesthetic life”, which am ong o th e r things im plies the  ideal o f  private 
perfection , self creation and a life m otivated  by “the  desire to em brace m ore  
and  m ore possibilities”,35 and  the “aesthetic search  for novel experiences an d  
for novel language” [novel languages being  ways o f defin ing  o n ese lf in novel 
ways].31' T h e  “ethics o f taste”, S husterm an argues, is a conseq u en ce  (th o u g h  
n o t a logical consequence) o f anti-essentialism  reg ard in g  h u m an  n a tu re . If 
the absence o f a hum an essence, S husterm an  says, im plies n o  d e te rm in a te  
ethic, it can n o t imply an  aestheticized eth ic  e ith er, b u t “it still can  lead  to an  
ethics o f taste, since in the absence o f any in trinsic fo u n d a tio n  to justify  an  
eth ic,” Shusterm an continues, “we may reasonably be en co u rag ed  to choose 
the one tha t m ost appeals to us”.37 T h e  appeal o f  an  eth ic, h e  believes, is 
ultim ately an  aesthetic m atter, “a question  o f  w hat strikes us as m ost attractive 
o r m ost perfect”.38 It is im portan t to no te  th a t S husterm an, following B ernard  
Williams, makes a distinction betw een ethics an d  morality, ethics b e in g  m ainly 
concerned with values and the good life and  m orality with obligation.311 B earing 
this distinction in m ind  S husterm an’s view th a t the aesthetic ization  o f  ethics 
is a good thing becom es perhaps less ob jectionable, b u t w hat a b o u t m oral 
obligations? Can m oral obligations also be “aesthe tic ized” an d  conceived o f 
in term s o f taste, choice and  appeal? S husterm an  seem s to th in k  so, for, he

Philosophy", Proceedings of the XlVth In ternational Congress o f Aesthetics 1998, Part I, 
Ljubljana 1999, p. 199).

33 Shusterm an, Pragmatist Aesthetics, p. 238.
34 Ibid.
35 Richard Rorty, “Freud and Moral R eflection”, in Freud: The Moral Disposition of 

Psychoanalysis, eds.J. H. Smith &W. Kerrigan (Baltimore: Johns H opkins University Press, 
1986) p. 11.

“ Ibid., p. 15.
37 Shusterman, Pragmatist Aesthetics, p. 243.
38 Ibid.
m “Ethics, as distinguished from morality, recognizes tha t there is m ore to the good 

life than the fulfilment of obligations”, says Shusterm an (ibid., p. 245). A ccording to 
Williams “morality [is] a special system, a particular variety of ethical th o u g h t” (B ernard 
Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, London: F ontana/C ollins, 1985, p. 174).
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argues th a t “ [f jin d in g  w hat is rig h t becom es a m atter o f  find ing  the m ost 
fitting an d  appealing  gestalt, o f  perceiving the m ost attractive and  harm onious 
constellation  o f various an d  w eighted features in a  given situation o r life”.40 
F ind ing  w hat is rig h t is, S husterm an  claims, “no longer the  deduction  o f one 
obligation  from  a n o th e r  m ore general obligation [.. .], n o r is it the outcom e 
o f a logical ca lculation  based on  a clear hierarchical o rder o f obligations”.41 
T h ere fo re , S husterm an  concludes, “ethical justification com es to resem ble 
aesth e tic  ex p lan a tio n  in ap p ea lin g  n o t to syllogism o r algorithm  b u t to 
percep tually  persuasive a rg u m en t [. . .] in its a ttem pt to convince”.42 Two 
com m ents are in o rder: first, S husterm an alm ost im perceptibly switches from  
“m o ra l” (in  m oral obligation) to “ethical” (in ethical justification), b u t he 
presum ably  m eans th a t m oral deliberation , finding ou t w hat our obligations 
are in a certa in  situation , is ra th e r like aesthetic explanation andjustification; 
second, he speaks o f eth icaljustification , as resem bling aesthetic explanation  
“in its a ttem p t to convince”. This seems to be a ra th e r strange “d isem bodied” 
view o f  m oral ob ligation , for even if it is the case that we som etim es are called 
u p o n  to  justify  o u r actions from  a m oral p o in t o f  view and  although it is also 
true  th a t we som etim es feel the n eed  to justify our actions and  the actions of 
o thers  an d  th a t th e re fo re  the purpose of offeringjustifications is to convince 
(ourselves o r o th ers) , this is by n o  m eans always the case w hen trying to find 
o u t w hat course o f  ac tion  to take and  when asking ourselves (or others) what 
o u r m oral obligations are. M oral obligations are invoked n o t only in o rd e r to 
justify  a certa in  course o f action , o r  to convince som ebody o f the righ t course 
o f  a c tio n . F in d in g  o u t  (by w h a tev er m eans -  d e lib e ra tio n , in tu itio n , 
sp o n taneous feeling) w hat o u r m oral obligations are in a given situation leads 
norm ally  to action; m oral obligations are action-guiding. T he m ain purpose 
o f fin d in g  o u t w hat o u r m oral obligations are is no t to justify  an action o r to 
a ttem p t to convince som ebody o f the rightness o f the action in question, b u t 
sim ply to do  the r ig h t thing. S huste rm an’s view o f m oral obligations seems to 
m e to be  strangely contem plative and  “intellectualised”. W hen Shusterm an 
says th a t “ [f] ind ing  w hat is rig h t becom es a m atter of finding the m ost fitting 
an d  ap p ealin g  gestalt” h e  has, I think, e ith er p ro n o u n ced  a tautology or 
actually left the universe o f discourse o f ethics an d  m orality behind . For we 
may well ask abou t the m ost fitting and  appealing gestalt, “fitting and appealing 
from  w hat p o in t o f view”? F itting o r appealing  from  a m oral po in t o f view or 
from  an  aesthetic  p o in t o f  view? If  the answer is “from  a m oral po in t o f  view”

4,1 Shusterm an, Pragmatist Aesthetics, p. 245.
41 Ibid.
42 Ibid.
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we are dealing with a tautology, if the  answer is “from  an  aesthetic  p o in t o f  
view” we have, I suggest, no t so m uch  aestheticized ethics an d  m orality, b u t 
ab an d o n ed  ethics and  m orality altogether. A pplying aesthetic  considera tions 
and  standards o f the kind envisaged by S husterm an  (and  Rorty) to ethics an d  
m orality m eans tha t questions o f rig h t and  w rong, o f  ju stice  a n d  equality, 
should  be answered by invoking “taste”, “ap p ea l” an d  “lik ing” in stead  o f  by 
appealing  to norm s and  standards (however changeab le, h e te ro g en eo u s  an d  
flexible). S husterm an’s view im plies to my m ind  the  den ial o f  the ra tionality  
o f ethics an d  m orality and  m oral delibera tion , an d  the d issolution o f eth ics 
and  m orality as guides to action. T h e  aestheticization o f ethics an d  m orals is, 
in my view, n o t a new ethics or morality, b u t a new a-m orality (I am  n o t saying 
im m orality). In spite o f this, and  som ew hat paradoxically, S husterm an  can  be  
seen to advocate a new ethics and  a new morality. For all his anti-essentialism  
and  anti-foundationalism  Shusterm an seems to th ink  th a t his anti-essentialism  
and  anti-foundationalism  provides som e k ind  o fjustifica tion  fo r a new ethics 
and  morality, for an aestheticized ethics a n d  m orality. S h u ste rm an ’s views are 
therefo re  rem iniscent o f earlier endeavours to find  a “ju stifica tio n ” fo r ethics 
and  morality. But “to propose a new justification  [for m orality] w ould be to 
inaugurate  a new practice”,43 as Paul Jo h n s to n  has argued  convincingly to my 
m ind. If  the  proposed practice (“the aestheticization o f  e th ics”) differs in 
fundam en tal respects from  what has h ith e rto  b een  con sid ered  to be ethics 
and m orality we are justified  in regard ing  the new practice as a new a-morality. 
S husterm an may be righ t in m ain ta in in g  th a t in these p o stm o d ern  tim es 
aesthetic consideration play a fundam en tal ro le  in “ch oosing” life-styles an d  
values a n d  in d e c id in g  w hat th e  p ro p e r  a n d  r ig h t  a c tio n  is in  g iven  
circum stances. But if we app laud  this state o f affairs, as S husterm an  does, 
have we n o t discarded ethics and  m orality a ltogether, o r, ra th e r, accep ted  a 
playful hedonism  -  som e w ould say nihilism  -  as the  gu id ing  p rinc ip le  o f life 
and  action?44

I have said that S husterm an’s idea  o f the  aesthetic ization o f  ethics is less 
objectionable than  his analysis o f m orality, because it is obvious th a t th e re  are  
many conflicting versions and  visions o f the good life in con tem porary  society, 
and it seem s that we have no “n eu tra l” c rite ria  by w hich d iffe ren t versions o f 
the good life could  be ju d g ed . Nevertheless, som eth ing  m ore  can be  said 
abou t the supposedly arbitrary and  “aesthetic” choices people m ake regard ing

4:1 Paul Johnston, Wittgenstein and Moral Philosophy (London: Routledge, 1989), p. 69.
44 Paul Johnston’s remarks about B ernard W illiam’s “justifica tion” o f morality apply in 

this case too: “Central moral concepts such asjustice, integrity, and guilt are m arginalized 
or rendered opaque, while the very notion of obligation comes to seem highly problem atic” 
(Johnston, Wittgenstein and Moral Philosophy, p. 73).
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the  good  life in these p o stm o d ern  times. In the first place, Shusterm an like 
Rorty an d  W elsch exaggerates the ex ten t to which we are able to choose a life­
style and  an ethic. Econom ic, social, cultural and psychological realities impose, 
I suggest, ro b u st lim itations to w hat life-styles, and  which ethics are open  to 
us. N or sh o u ld  it be fo rg o tten  tha t the choices open  to us and  the choices we 
actually m ake may be  -  to a la rger ex ten t than  we realize -  cond itioned  by 
factors beyond  o u r con tro l. T h e  aestheticization o f ethics seems to appeal 
m ainly to liberally m in d ed  postm odern  philosophers an d  intellectuals and 
reflects p erhaps also the p red icam en t of many “ordinary” middle-class persons 
in affluen t societies, b u t large sections o f the population  in affluent societies, 
n o t to m en tio n  p o o r societies, have a m uch m ore restricted range o f “choices” 
o f  life-style an d  e th ic s .4Г’ I also believe that som ething m ore than  ju s t aesthetic 
appeal en ters, an d  shou ld  en te r o u r ethical deliberations, o u r th inking abou t 
the good  life. C onsider th e  following exam ple. I suppose racist and  sexist 
values an d  attitudes can be p a r t o f an  ethic, i.e. o f a conception  o f the good 
life. If we accep t the aestheticization o f ethics, it seems th a t the only th ing 
th a t can be said ab o u t this eth ic  is that we dislike it, that it does n o t appeal to 
us. B ut racist an d  sexist values are  n o t free-floating phenom ena, they have a 
h istory and  they fit in to  certa in  social, econom ic, cultural and  psychological 
p a tterns. T hese  values are, fo r those, who em brace them  and  live by them  n o t 
som eth ing  they just find appealing, many racists, perhaps m ost actually believe 
th a t it is a  scientific tru th  th a t non-whites are m entally and m orally in ferior to 
whites. S ince this view is a delusion, a racist ethic can be rejected, n o tju s t  on 
aesthetic  g rounds, n o t ju s t  because we dislike it, b u t on ra tional grounds.41’ 
Even if aesthetic  considerations may en ter o u r deliberations abou t the good 
life, I th ink , S husterm an  an d  com pany play down the role o f reason and 
a rg u m e n t in  ethics.

У

In the wake o f “the aesthetic tu rn ”, W olfgang Welsch envisages aesthetics 
as a new  “p rim a p h ilo so p h ia”. M odern epistemology, Welsch claims, has been 
con tinuously  “aesthe tic ized” since Kant. T here is, he says, “a fundam ental 
aesthetic ization  o f  know ledge, tru th  and  reality”.47 Aesthetic categories such

45 See, fo r  exam ple , Zygm unt B aum an’s Globalization: The H um an Consequences 
(Cam bridge: Polity, 1998).

4<i Even if argum ents are unlikely to convert racists to a more hum ane and tolerant 
ethic it rem ains true that racism is no t only distasteful, bu t also irrational.

47 Welsch, Grenzgänge der Ästhetik, p. 96, my trans.
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as a p p e a ra n c e  o r  fic tio n a lity  ( “S c h e in ”), m o b ility  ( “B ew e g lic h k e it”), 
g roundlessness (“B oden losigkeit”) a n d  u n ce rta in ty  (“S ch w eb en ”) have, 
accord ing  to Welsch, replaced “the classical on to logical categories o f  being , 
reality, pe rm an en ce”.48 But it is in the first place far from  clear, w h e th e r the 
“classica l” ca teg o ries  have in  fac t b e e n  re p la c e d  by th e  c a te g o rie s  o f  
appearance, mobility and  uncertain ty , an d  in the second  place I fail to see 
w hat is specifically aesthetic abou t these la tte r categories. In  any case W elsch’s 
con ten tion  that “our ‘first ph ilosophy’ has to a significant d eg ree  becom e 
aesthetic”,4il seems to m e to be based on  a confusion. A lthough  aesthetics is 
regarded  a new “first philosophy”, it is a first philosophy o f  an  entirely  d iffe ren t 
k ind from  the “first philosophy” of, say, D escartes o r Kant, th a t is to  say, n o t a 
first philosophy at all, for aesthetics as a “first ph ilosophy” im plies, acco rd ing  
to W elsch, that, in  fact, there  are no  foundations, an d  aesthetics is n o t a new  
“fou n d a tio n a l” philosophy o r science: “A esthetics [. . .] does n o t  o ffer a 
f o u n d a t io n ”.50 T h e  very ab se n ce  o f  a fo u n d a tio n ,  W elsch  c o n te n d s , 
characterizes the aesthetic tu rn , an d  constitu tes a parad igm  shift. W elsch’s 
use o f the K uhnian term  “parad igm ” incidentally  reveals the  affinity betw een 
the discourse o f “tu rns” and  the discourse o f  “parad igm s” -  and  the  p rob lem s 
with both . W elsch’s use o f “parad igm ” in this con tex t, seem s to m e to be  o n e  
am o n g  thousands o f  exam ples o f  m isusing  an  v u lgariz ing  th e  K u h n ian  
concep tion  of paradigm s and  paradigm  shifts.51 W elsch detects the  signs o f 
aestheticization everywhere in contem porary  theorizing, in philosophy as well 
as in the sciences: “T he insight th a t reality is aesthetically co n stitu ted  is n o t 
only shared  by many aestheticians, b u t is a view held  by all th ink ing  theorists 
o f  science and reality in the 20th cen tu ry”.52 In o rd e r to  su p p o rt this ra th e r 
extraordinary  claim (those who do  n o t u n d erstan d , le t a lone accept, the  claim  
that reality is aesthetically constituted are apparently  u n th in k in g  reactionaries) 
W elsch appeals to Nietzsche and  refers to his in fluence on co n tem p o rary  
thinking. Even those, who are n o t N ietzscheans, he  claims, are fo rced  to argue

48 Ibid., p. 71, my trans.
*■' Ibid., p. 96, my trans.
511 Ibid., p. 97, my trans.
51 In the postscript (1969) to The Structure of Scientific Revolution K uhn says th a t there 

are ’’two very different usages of the term  [paradigm ] ” in the original text, viz. paradigm s 
as the constellation of group com mitm ents, which m eans that there is a “disciplinary 
m atrix”, which is shared by “the practicioners of a particular discipline”, and paradigm s 
as shared examples (Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 1962, 2nd. ed., 
University of Chicago Press, 1970, pp. 182,187). No cultural analyst o r social scientist has 
to my knowledge spoken of “disciplinary m atrixes” or “shared exam ples”, perhaps because 
there a ren ’t any in the hum an and the social sciences.

52 Ibid., p. 85, my trans.
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like N ietzsche w hen the  fundam en tal problem s in the philosophy o f science 
are discussed, an d  W elsch quotes Karl P o p p er’s well-known view tha t all our 
know ledge is un ce rta in  an d  changeab le /’3 If  Nietzsche said tha t all knowledge 
is u n ce rta in  and  if P o p p er said th a t all knowledge is uncerta in , that certainly 
does n o t m ean  th a t P o p p er a rgued  in the same way as Nietzsche, n o r tha t 
P o p p er im plicitly adm itted  th a t the “fundam ents” o f knowledge and  reality 
are in  som e sense aesthetic. We find a similar non sequiturxn W elsch’s discussion 
o f  R orty’s Contingency, Irony and Solidarity and  in his com m ents on the work of 
som e p ro m in en t physicists. Rorty showed, in W elsch’s op in ion , that “all o u r 
‘fu n d am en ts’ are aesthetically constituted, in that they are th roughou t cultural 
a rte fac ts”/’4 It is, acco rd ing  to W elsch, com m on know ledge tha t physicists 
such as Bohr, Dirac, E instein an d  H eisenberg realized that their theories were 
n o t rep resen ta tio n s  o f  reality, b u t ra ther productions. T hey were, m oreover, 
aware, W elsch says, th a t im agination  is indispensable for succesful scientific 
research . Now R orty’s co n cep tio n  o f knowledge an d  reality as presen ted  in 
Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, is certainly non-foundational, constructivist 
and  pragm atist. B ut why should  we say that all our fundam ents are aesthetically 
co n stitu ted  because they are cultural artefacts? Most, p erhaps all aesthetic 
p h e n o m e n a  are cu ltu ra l artefacts and  if knowledge and reality are cultural 
artefacts, they are  also cu ltu ra l artefacts, b u t from  that fact (if it is a fact) it 
does n o t follow th a t knowledge and  reality are aesthetically constituted. Welsch 
is h e re  confla ting  the  no tions o f  “aesthetically constitu ted” and  “culturally 
co n stitu ted ”. His case is equally weak in regard  to the fam ous physicists he 
adduces as evidence for the im portance of aesthetic consideration in scientific 
theorizing. For, even if im agination  en ters scienflc research (it does), and 
even if aesthetic  considerations play a role in scientific theoriz ing  (they do), 
th e re  is n o  re a so n  to  co n c lu d e  th a t B ohr and  com pany used  aesthe tic  
argum en ts in solving crucial theoretical problem s. W elsch’s statem ent that 
the m athem atic ian  an d  p h ilo so p h er Poincaré believed aesthetic skills to be 
m o re  im p o rtan t th an  logical ones in m atehm atics is equally m isguided, for in 
th e  passage q u o te d  by W elsch , P o in caré  says n o  such th ing ; aesth e tic  
co n s id e ra tio n , says P o in caré , play a g rea t ro le  in m athem atics, an d  he 
em phasizes th a t m athem aticians need  im agination, a special “m athem atical 
im agination”.r’r’ This, I suggest, has very little to do with the  aesthetic tu rn  and 
the  aesthetic ization  o f  know ledge and reality. The truth is tha t we can detect 
aesth e tic  aspects everyw here (even in  a rt) , we can  view things sub specie

53 Ibid., p. 85.
54 Ibid., p. 87.
55 Ibid., p. 92, foo tno te 72.
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aestheticae, b u t tha t does n o t m ake everything aesthetic  ex cep t by an  illicit 
conceptual m anoeuvre.

Welsch is on firm er g round (!) w hen h e  analyzes the aestheticization o f 
life-styles, ethics and  everyday life. Aesthetic processes, h e  con tends, are n o t 
only o f decisive im portance in the new media, aesthetic (in the sense o f “virtual”) 
processes create a m ediated reality, or, ra ther, an  im aginary room , w here the 
distinction between real and  unreal seems to vanish. W elsch detects a d ifferen t 
form o f aestheticization in the stylization o f subjects and  life-styles, th a t may 
ultim ately lead to the homo aesteticus. All life forms, all approaches to reality and  
to ethical norm s, Welsch claims, have assum ed “a peculiar aesthetic quality”. 
Welsch is here  referring to what I have earlier called “hedonistic consum erism ”. 
The criteria for choosing between d iffe ren t m oralities, h e  thinks, can n o t be 
b u t aesthetic. In discussing Shusterm an I have argued  th a t talk o f  choosing life 
styles and  ethics is somewhat exaggerated; I quite fail to see how  anyone actually 
chooses a life style o r an ethic in the way one chooses a sh irt or a cake (n o t tha t 
choosing a shirt or a  cake is an entirely arbirtrary  m a tte r) . T here  is, to be sure, 
an elem ent o f  choice and  arbritration in reflecting on  ethics and  m orality, bu t 
I do n o t believe that we can choose a life style o r a m orality a t will. T h ere  are, I 
think, p ro found psychologically, socially and  culturally d e te rm in ed  limits to 
what we can conceivable choose, believe and  do.

I have argued  tha t W elsch’s aesthetic ization  rests, a t least in  p art, on  
conceptual confusion and  conflation. W elsch, however, claim s th a t those who 
find the aestheticization o f everyday life etc. distasteful o ften  avail them selves 
o f a cheap  conceptual trick and  argue th a t aesthetics by defin itio n  deals only 
with art. T h e  opponen ts o f aestheticization theories are in W elsch’s o p in io n  
therefore guilty o f an illicit conceptual move. This attitude, W elsch continues, 
is escapistic, an d  does n o t en h a n ce  o u r  p h ilo so p h ica l u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f 
contem porary  reality.“  In response to W elsch’s charge I ad m it th a t I dislike 
som e o f the effects o f the aestheticization o f everyday life (as does W elsch). 
But th a t is surely beside the point. In  argu ing  th a t m ost o f  the  p h e n o m en a  
Welsch regards as the effects o f aesthetic ization  I am  n o t saying th a t these 
aspects o f  contem porary  life should  be ignored , n o r  th a t they sh o u ld n ’t be  
studied by philosophers. They fall, however, m ore naturally  w ithin the  dom ain  
o f a general philosophy and  sociology o f cu ltu re  th an  w ithin aesthetics. I see 
no  p o in t in b roaden ing  the concep t o f  the aesthetic  an d  aesthetics to such an  
ex ten t th a t alm ost everything from  science, philosophy, ethics, m orals, life 
styles, the  p roducts o f the e n te r ta in m e n t industries, etc. a re  reg a rd ed  as 
aesthetic p h en o m en a  to be studies in the  new discipline o f trans-aesthetics. It

56 Ibid., p .  2 0 .
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is in d eed  rem arkab le d ra t alm ost everydiing, except art, seems to be included 
in the aesthetic ization  o f reality, and thus a fit subject for the new “trans­
aesthetics”.

In  his con tribu tion  to the In ternational Congress of Aesthetics in Ljubljana 
in 1998 W olfgang W elsch presen ts what he regards as a case study o f the 
aesthetic ization  o f the  everday. C ontem porary  sport, accord ing  to Welsch, 
“obviously rep resen ts  a strik ing exam ple o f today’s aestheticization o f the 
everyday”.57 T h ere  is a shift Welsch maintains in todays’s spo rt “from an ethical 
to an  aesthetic perspective” on health.™ Today’s sport, he believes, has “turned  
in to  a c e le b ra tio n  o f  th e  b o d y ”,r,!l the o lder “m o d e rn ” practice o f sp o rt 
presum ably being  som eth ing  else, mortifying the body, for example, o r forcing 
the body to perform  beyond all reasonable limits. “This novel type of training”, 
W elsch m ain tains, “respects the body and  does away with the  old ideology o f 
m astering  the  body”,60 an d  W elsch quotes the Finnish w orld cham pion in 
cross-country skiing Mika Myllylä as saying that “the greatest enjoym ent comes 
from  training, n o t from  w inning”.1’1 H ad Welsch quoted  Myllylä as an exam ple 
o f  a new  “aesthetic ized” a ttitu d e  to sport if he  had  finished seventh o r fifty- 
seventh  in  the w orld cham ionships in Ramsau in 1999,02 had  he quo ted  him 
as an  exam ple o f “a new care for the body” if he  had known tha t Myllylä 
w ould  b e  c a u g h t u sing  p erfo m an ce  en h an c in g  drugs d u rin g  the  w orld 
cham pionsh ips in  cross-country skiing in Lahti in February 2001? T he fact 
th a t the  F innish  skier, w hom  W elsch regards as a shining exam ple o f a new 
“p o s tm o d e rn ” aesthetic ized  approach  to sport, was caught cheating, is n o t 
only iron ic , b u t casts a ra th e r lu rid  light on postm odern  aestheticization 
processes. T he distinction betw een reality and  appearance is m ore im p o rtan t- 
b o th  ontologically  an d  m orally th an  Welsch is p repared  to adm it.

VI

A lthough  the d iscourse o f “aestheticization” and the “aestheticization of 
theory , reality  and  e th ics” is a relatively new (and  contem porary) p h en o ­
m e n o n , it is n o t w ith o u t p reced en ts . T he concepts o f  th e  aesthetic , o f

57 W olfgang Welsch, “Sport -  Viewed Aesthetically, and Even as Art?”, Filozofski Vestnik 
1999:2, “Aesthetics as Philosophy”, Proceedings of the XlVth In ternational Congress of 
Aesthetics 1998, Part I, Ljubljana 1999, p. 213.

58 Ibid., p. 217.
r"‘ Ibid. p. 215.
m Ibid. p. 218.
01 Ibid.
112 Myllylä won the 10, 30 and 50km cross-country races.
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aesth e tic s , and  o f  aesth e tic ism  a re  o p e n  to  d if fe re n t  a n d  c o n f lic tin g  
in terpretations. T he concep t o f aestheticism , as used by the h isto rian  o f  ideas 
Allan M egill in his book  Prophets o f Extremity (1985) shows som e affinities to 
S husterm an’s and  W elsch’s conceptions o f aestheticization. By “aesthe tic ism ” 
Megill understands the tendency “to see ‘a r t ’ o r ‘lan g u ag e’ o r ‘d isco u rse’ o r 
‘text’ as constitu ting the prim ary realm  o f h u m an  ex p e rien ce”,'’3 a tendency  
he regards as ch a rac te ris tic  o f  m u ch  re c e n t avan t-garde th o u g h t. T h is  
aestheticism , em phasizing the po ten tia l o f language to c rea te  its own reality 
is, accord ing  to Megill, a co u n te rp art to the post-R om antic n o tio n  o f the  work 
o f art creating  it own reality.1'4 M egill’s “aestheticism ” shares with p o stm o d ern  
aesthe tic ization  the  critique o f E n lig h te n m e n t th o u g h t in  s tressin g  th e  
constructivist character o f discourse and  language, perhaps also in the  a ttem p t 
“to bring back into thought and in to  o u r lives th a t form  o f edification, th a t 
reawakening of ekstasis, which in the E nlightenm ent and  the post-Enlightenm ent 
view has largely been  confined to the realm  o f a rt”.6r’ T he “aestheticism ” o f  the 
Enlightenm ent critics such as Nietzsche, H eidegger, Foucault and  D errida, an d  
the “aestheticization” discourse o f Shusterm an and  W elsch can thus be  seen to 
reform ulate and to transform  central them es in R om antic an d  post-Rom antic 
aesthetics. S h u s te rm an ’s an d  W elsch ’s re fo rm u la tio n  o f  a e s th e tic s  a n d  
celebration of (certain aspects) o f the aestheticization o f con tem porary  life can 
be seen as a dem ocratic and pragm atic version o f the high-brow aestheticism  
Megill finds in Nietzsche and H eidegger.

In o rd e r to p u t the renewal o f aesthetics envisaged by S huste rm an  an d  
Welsch in sharper focus, it may be useful to con trast th e ir views o f the tasks o f 
aesthetics with m ore traditional concep tions o f the  aims and  pu rposes o f  
philosophical aesthetics. T he Polish p h ilo so p h er an d  aesthetic ian , B ohdan  
Dziemidok, presents the following defin ition  o f aesthetics in  The Blackwell 
Dictionary o f Twentieth-Century Social Thought (1993):

In its m odern m eaning aesthetics is most frequently understood  as a 
philosophical discipline which is e ith e r a ph ilosophy o f aesthetic  
phenom ena (objects, qualities, experiences and values), or a philosophy 
of art (of creativity, of artwork, and its perception) or a philosophy of 
art criticism taken broadly (metacriticism), or, finally, a discipline which 
is concerned philosophically with all three realms jointly .1’0

03 Allan Megill, Prophets of Extremity: Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida (Berkeley: 
University o f California Press, 1985), p. 2.

114 Ibid.
65 Ibid., p. 342.
r,(’ Bohdan Dziemidok, “Aesthetics”, The Blackwell Dictionary of Twentieth-Century Social 

Thought, eds. William Outhwaite & T om  Bottom ore (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), p. 4.
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A esthetics is thus basically a philosophical discipline concerned  with 
aesthe tic  p h e n o m e n a  in  genera l an d  with works o f art in  particu lar as well as 
th e  p h ilo so p h ica l analysis o f  a r t  criticism  (m etacritic ism ). A lthough the 
ph ilosoph ical study o f aesthetic p h en o m en a  in general are said to form  part 
o f  aesthe tics, D z iem idok’s d efin itio n  is clearly a rt cen tred  in a way th a t 
S h u ste rm an ’s an d  W elsch’s conceptions o f aesthetics a re n ’t.07 T he British 
p h ilo so p h er an d  aesthetic ian  M alcolm Budd presents a sim ilar definition in 
an o th e r recen t publication, The Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy (1998), when 
h e  describes aesthetics as “consist[ing] o f two parts: the philosophy o f art, 
a n d  th e  p h ilo so p h y  o f  aesth e tic  ex p erien ce  an d  ch a rac te r o f objects or 
p h e n o m e n a  th a t are n o t a r t”.08 W hereas the problem s o f the philosophy of 
a r t  a re  relatively well d e fin ed , “the ph ilosophy o f aesthe tic  ex p e rien ce” 
concerns a variety o f h e terogeneous phenom ena, including n o t only aesthetic 
experiences o f n a tu re  (environm ental aesthetics), bu t it hard ly  includes “the 
aesthetic ization  o f ethics and  everyday life”.1'’1

T h e re  is n o th in g  w rong in studying the aestheticization of ethics and 
everyday  life , o n  th e  c o n tra ry , it is im p o rta n t to stu d y  the  m an ifo ld  
aesth e tic iza tio n  processes at work in con tem porary  cu ltu re , b u t I d o u b t 
w h e th e r these concerns shou ld  be at cen tre  o f philosophical aesthetics. T he 
arts and  the  ex p erien ce  o f a r t raise m any im portan t and in trigu ing  problem s 
th a t shou ld  n o t be p u t in to  the m ixed and ra th e r ill-defined bag o f “trans­
aesthetics”, n o r  shou ld  they be swallowed by a new “som a-aesthetics”. Aleš 
Erjavec is rig h t in saying th a t th ere  is a “b roaden ing  o f the notion  o f the 
aesthetic” a t w ork h e re  an d  th a t W elsch’s trans-aesthetic im plies a “collapsing 
o f the aesthetic and  o f aesthetics".7H I entirely agree with him  tha t a rt should be

07 Cf. Susan Feagins definition of “aesthetics” in The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy 
( 1995) .w here aesthetics is defined as “ the branch of philosophy that examines the nature 
o f art and the character o f experience o f art and the natural environm ent” (Susan Feagin, 
“Aesthetics”, The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, ed. Robert Audi, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995, p. 10). Aesthetics is thus not identical with the philosophy of art, it 
includes environm ental aesthetics, bu t hardly “the aestheticization of ethics and everyday 
life”.

08 Malcolm Budd, “Aesthetics”, The Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 1, ed. Edward 
Craig (London: Routledge, 1998), 59.

00 The Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy is intended to replace Paul Edwards large 
Encyclopedia o f Philosophy, published in 1967. The definition of “aesthetics” offered by 
Jo h n  Hospers in that work reads: “ [T] he philosophy of art covers a somewhat more narrow 
area than does aesthetics, since it is concerned with the concepts and problem s that arise 
in  connection  with works of a rt and excludes, for example, the aesthetic experience of 
n a tu re” (John Hospers, “Aesthetics, Problems o f ’, The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol 1-2, 
ed. Paul Edwards, New York: Macmillan, 1967, p. 36).

70 Aleš Erjavec, “A esthetics as Philosophy”, Filozofski Vestnik 1999:2, “Aesthetics as
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viewed as “a relatively distinct p h en o m en o n  req u irin g  its relatively d istinc t 
theoretical reflection”.71 T he problem s o f rep resen ta tio n  in  art, th e  value o f 
art, the rationality o f critical ju d g em en t etc., will n o t go away by simply ignoring 
them .72 If we are n o t interested in such questions, we are n o t, I suggest, do ing  
philosophical aesthetics (but, ra th e r, u n d o in g  aesthetics). T h e  questions 
concern ing  the aestheticization o f theory, ethics an d  everyday life are best 
viewed as problem s for the ph ilosophy an d  sociology o f  cu ltu re  an d  the  
criticism o f culture. A rt and  aesthetics are  too  im p o rtan t to m erge in to  an 
undifferentiated  new discipline studying “the aestheticization o f everything”.73

Philosophy”, Proceedings of the XlVth In ternational Congress o f Aesthetics 1998, Part I, 
Ljubljana 1999, p. 18.

71 Ibid.
12 See, for example, the excellent collection of essays Art and Representation which 

discusses the problem  of representation in general and the problem s o f  represen tation  
invarious art forms ( Art and Representation: Contributions to Contemporary Aesthetics, ed. A nanta 
Ch. Sukla, W estport, Connecticut: Praeger, 2001).

73 This article is partly based on a paper presented at the In ternational Colloquium  
“Aesthetics as Philosophy of Culture”, organized by the Slovenian Society o f Aesthetics in 
Ljubljana, 29 June-lJuly 2000. A few passages in sections II and IV have appeared  in my 
article, “Aesthetics between Philosophy and Art: Four Variations”, in Swedish in Nordic 
Journal of Aesthetics 2000:20-1, pp. 55-77.
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