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From Philosophical to Sociological Æsthetics: Alterations of a Concept 

      
  The experience of art is the most important reminder to scientific  
    consciousness to concede its limits. 

 
       Hans-Georg Gadamer, in Truth and Method  

 

 

Presentation 

 As Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann recalled, the great Islamic mystic Ibn-ul-Arabi said: 

"Deliver us, Oh Allah, from the sea of names!” I was tempted to free this paper from names and 

quotes, sending back all references to the end of the paper. Then I realized that this deliverance 

would elude the humility of the young student writing those lines, and also her thankfulness. Instead, 

this research paper will refer to authors (and their books) who helped me think and deepen my 

understanding of the place æsthetics occupies in philosophical and sociological thoughts. I will also 

use "we" as it appears to me that this paper is somehow the product of a collective work. Without 

Adorno, Bourdieu, Kant, Gadamer, Ruth Saw, professors and many other scholars, this research 

would not have been possible.  

 Our thought inscribes itself within a historical and social frame. I chose however to focus 

attention on æsthetics because I felt a need for understanding and thinking it as first entrance into 

deeper investigation about enjoying being in this world. I said "however" because this is 

paradoxically non-historical and non-social, though meeting more universal concerns about beauty 

and pleasure.  

 I share with Indian philosophy a vision called "rasa": the æsthetic sense, which achieves an 

integral expression of reality. Æsthetic sense pervades all life experiences by revealing to us the 

principle of harmony. There is beauty in harmony and harmony in beauty; chaos and ugliness being 
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the other side of the same coin. Beauty and harmony embrace all levels of (social) reality and can 

manifest in any kind of experience. The principle of harmony is cement. 

 The more we read about art and æsthetics in sociology, the more we realize how reductionist 

sociological constructs often are. Then I decided to go back to philosophy in order to ponder what 

happened to æsthetics in its sociological appropriation; æsthetics being the most sensitive aspect of a 

problem I approached before by working in the art world as journalist. I found many theoretical 

tensions: between the universal (collective function of art, essence of beauty, truth of art, and so on) 

and the particular (æsthetic experience, originality of the creator, and others); between the internal 

(the work of art for itself, inner experience, etc.) and the external (ideological aspect, social 

conditions of production of art, social class of the audience...).  A paradox between the ontological 

and the sociological beings appears in the way æsthetics is conceptualized by both disciplines; and 

beyond Being, the dichotomy subject/object bothers us the most because it contravenes the principle 

of harmony I mentioned above.  

 Our thought, focused on æsthetics, is for now at a crossroad between hermeneutics, 

phenomenology, sociology and new metaphysics (in Quinney's sense of holistic and dialectical). 

Due to the required length of this paper, I will criticize sociological æsthetics by focusing on Adorno 

and French sociology, after reviewing the main aspects of philosophical æsthetics, to throw some 

white pebbles on the way back, for the witch of instrumental reason not to trap me in her 

gingerbread house at Empirical City. 

 

Introduction 

 When dealing with æsthetics, more than art concerns sociology. As Habermas said, the 

philosophical discourse of modernity touches upon and overlaps with the æsthetic discourse in many 

ways (1987: xix). This paper, by criticizing the way æsthetics is investigated in philosophy and 

sociology (Critical theory, Cultural studies, etc.) will provide an underlying critique of modern 
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approaches to æsthetic issues; but we should not locate our work into postmodern thought. 

Postmodern investigations of æsthetics and the arts often carry us away from an enlightening 

apprehension of æsthetic phenomena by focusing on the mirroring effect of theories on the 

production of knowledge and, by the very fact, on the æsthetic of scientific discourse and of science 

itself as a process. To reverse the traditional primacy of logic over rhetoric with which it is linked is 

a serious tendency in post-modern texts (McCarthy, 1987). Postmodernism displaces the central 

social struggle from the arena of material production to the arena of sign production, to the realm of 

culture. Deconstruction, one of the postmodernists’ methods of choice for dealing with the 

production of knowledge, is intended to act as a de-mystify-er. Within that realm, the struggle is 

between those who accept and reproduce the dominant cultural code and those who resist such 

"fetishism of the signifier" (Wasson, 1988: 84). We should not get confused between deconstruction 

-textual analysis- and emancipation. If emancipation is to happen, it can only be the one of æsthetic 

theories deforming a concept and the reality associated to it in order to impose pseudo-scientific 

views upon the concept in question. This paper may sound a bit naive to radical postmodernists, due 

to the fact that it exposes rather than systematically deconstructs. It is so because we try to 

understand æsthetics through the pertinent and available theories. Our purpose here is limited to 

trying to seize how the scientific mind conceptualized æsthetics until now, and this is more a kind of 

"genealogy" (Foucault's archéologie) than a deconstruction, as this enquiry about the alterations of 

the concept of æsthetics is layered, historical, and trans-disciplinary. It is a kind of mapping, rather 

than a thesis / antithesis / synthesis. It shows the lack of consistency between routes leading 

sometimes to nowhere or to a "no exit" street. This exercise, and the writing of this paper, is 

necessary to determine where to go in this forest of divergent æsthetic approaches.  

Invading all spheres of the social, the term "æsthetics" itself is used in so many different contexts 

that it is brought into disrepute. An examination of the CD-ROM Sociofile listing scientific papers 

since 1974, records hundreds of articles using "æsthetic" as a key word: from Japanese baseball to 
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the æsthetic of Law, from Arabic semantic memory to cooking, from music to children's first name, 

from an æsthetic sociology to Ethiopian jokes, and so on. Whatever the place from which we look at 

æsthetics, we deal with the Kantian form: conceptual form of some political ideology, external shape 

and aspect of things, emotive form of a feeling, etc. 

 Æsthetics is viewed by some (I. Hunter notably) as ethics, by others (T. Eagleton notably) as 

an ideology (that is: as political), in relation to power (Bourdieu's theory of champ, habitus, and 

distinction attests of the same orientation in France). It seems that æsthetics is progressively emptied 

of its philosophical signification and reified, despite Adorno's attempt to build up a dialectics 

preserving art's paradoxical autonomy. 

 In 1735, Baumgarten introduced the term «æsthetic» to link appreciation of fine arts to 

sensitive knowledge (cognitio sensitiva or aisthétiké épistémè). This disciple of Leibniz placed 

sensitive knowledge between pure sensation (obscure and confused) and pure intellect (clear and 

distinct). For Leibniz, the sensitive world is material, as it is perceived by the senses, in space and 

time, being therefore external to humans; and this sensitive world is a true reality because it 

translates, though a confused way, a systematic order that can be comprehended by reason at the 

level of the intelligible (Ferry, 1990: 88). Such a cognitive knowledge was seen as «perfect» by 

Baumgarten because it would take into account artistic forms rather than their contents (Charles, 

1989: 811). Baumgarten separated explicitly æsthetics from art itself: art is a practice, while 

æsthetics (as a new discipline) was meant to be a reflection about this practice and its works. 

The task of understanding forms has been reinforced in Kant's philosophy by the fact that its 

transcendental æsthetics is the study of space and time as forms a priori of the sensitive intuition in 

general (in the critiques of the faculty of judgment, of pure reason). We could also return back to 

Plato's distinction between morphé (form) and hylé (matter), as Kant's transcendental form is distinct 

from content. Underlying here are the dialectical, internal and external aspects of the æsthetic: a 

subjective form internalized as is internalized socialization; or an objective form, referring to the a 
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priori aspect of forms, and externalized by techné in the case of art or by other means in the social 

process. Considerations about the form force us to interrogate structures and meanings as, for the 

Greeks, aisthèsis means "sense experience".  

 At the experiential level, æsthetics may appear as a study of essences. Essence, as deep and 

fundamental nature, belongs to the intelligible and not to the sensitive. Essences manifest themselves 

through objectively observable facts, like art. Art makes us feel essences in an immediate and deep 

contact. Art has a function (of truth); it has a meaning and reveals something. This creates 

philosophical tensions between essence and appearance in art, and art as historical and empirical 

existence. Because sociology of art is a study of relations between society and art, and social aspects 

of æsthetic and artistic facts, sociology neglects essences to concentrate on appearances. Appearance 

is a vital element, but at the same time a source of conflict with essentiality. We will see later that 

sociological thought deals with difficulty with that social and essential reality (of art in particular). In 

the end, what is at stake is more than art and æsthetics; it is a certain conception of the nature of the 

social... 

  

Philosophical Æsthetics 

 The history of æsthetics, from being a part of philosophy, and of philosophy of art, to 

becoming an independent discipline with Baumgarten in 1750, shows that æsthetics is narrowly 

associated to art in philosophy. Beyond philosophy, Saw puts æsthetics as the level of metaphysics 

for they share in common a relying on complementary notions of universality and individuality 

(1972: 21). The individuality is contained in the continual attempt to understand our enjoyments and 

distastes, and to correct those, which seem to us unwarranted or disproportionate, in order to increase 

our self-knowledge. The question of universality and individuality is linked to the fundamental 

aspect of relative autonomy or partial freedom (of judgment, of taste) on which we will come back 

later as it conflicts with the determinist views of some trends in sociology. The universality of 
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æsthetics is related to a certain philosophy claiming universality in beauty and the objectivity of art 

criticism about what is good and what is bad. For Saw, because of personal idiosyncrasy, we may 

fail at appreciating some good play; this does not mean that the play is bad (1972: 31). She 

reconciles the individuality of the æsthetic experience with the universality of the work of art:  

The rich and satisfying nature of æsthetic experience lies in the power of the work of 
art to bring into awareness a host of related images and impulses so organized as to 
present a unity and to satisfy the impulses. The test of excellence in art, then, is in the 
number of related images that are evoked while still retaining their unity and 
harmony, and in the number of impulses that can be brought into harmonious play 
and satisfied.(1972: 69).  

Saw defends art as being the only place where we have the "chance of 'knowing' the emotions in 

their pure form". In other words, art shapes emotions, embodies human feelings and emotions, and it 

is by experiencing æsthetic value that we get a chance to encounter and externalize those emotions, 

to produce a judgment of taste. This process takes place at both levels: the production by the artist, 

and the reception, by the public; and it involves an object: 

Since the object is not being judged as a specimen, nor as adapted to an end, nor as 
possessing certain specifiable qualities, but simply as eliciting the judgment of 
beauty, the judgment that it elicits will always be singular. It will also (...) be 
universally valid. In short, it is Kant's judgment of taste. (Saw, 1972: 177).  

 Even for the Greek philosophers was the question of æsthetics central to an argumentation 

about universality versus individuality: Plato's description of the objects of art was unfavorable on 

the account that natural objects were imitations of the truly real; artifacts having a relation to one or 

more ideal forms, and an independent reality. The objects of art were imitations of those imitations; 

therefore, our enjoyment of them was a counterfeit emotion and the influence of art on the human 

character is bad, this badness reflecting in the life of the community. Aristotle disagreed (Saw, 1972: 

55). For him, art was not only pleasing, but also beneficial in its effects, both on the individual and 

on the community. Later, in medieval theory, the beautiful things of nature came to be thought of as 

symbols of God's power and goodness and of his concern for creatures; consequently, works of art 
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were attempts to show to men the symbolic nature of the real things. Modern theory today assumes 

that the æsthetic state is intensely satisfying, valuable in itself, of its own kind, and the most 

important element in the total æsthetic situation for philosophical study (Saw, 1972: 56). 

 Aesthetic theory is important for more than trying to answer questions like: What is art ?, 

What is beauty ? It also built the foundations of both appreciation and criticism, and blossomed, 

since Baumgarten, into at least six ramifications: Formalism, Voluntarism, Emotionalism, 

Intellectualism, Intuitionism, Organicism. All converge on the attempt to state the defining 

properties of art and hence to characterize æsthetics as the study of essences manifesting through art. 

But they split into two main directions:  the objectivist theory attributes some special features of 

objects which are attended to when our reaction or judgment is aesthetic; while the subjectivist 

theory focuses on the emotions of the observer. In philosophical æsthetics, the subjective aspect 

appears at the experience level (where imagination plays a certain role in shaping our perception, our 

reception); the objective one locates itself at the level of inquiry of beautiful objects of art or of 

nature (nature being no longer perceived as frightening since the Romantics). 

 The philosophical debate about form started before Formalism took place. St. Thomas 

Aquinas suggested formal criteria and sensuous quality for the appreciation of beauty: a certain 

wholeness or perfection, for whatever is incomplete is ugly; a due proportion or harmony; and 

clarity, so that brightly coloured things are called beautiful.  For the Formalists, the nature of art is a 

unique combination of certain elements in their relations. Therefore, the essence of painting is the 

plastic elements in relation; its defining property is "significant form" (Bell, 1914), i.e. certain 

combinations of lines, colors, shapes, volumes, everything except the representational elements, 

which evoke a unique response to such combinations. The objectivity of æsthetic properties and 

features is sustained by this definition of æsthetic form as significant form. To state that painting as a 

plastic organization of lines, colors and shapes allows to look for its objective properties.  Bell 

claimed that this and this alone was the distinctive characteristic of great art, which aroused a special 
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"æsthetic emotion" (Sheppard, 1992: 44). Clive Bell's theory was used and better contained by Roger 

Fry (1920) who displayed a greater flexibility of approach and a greater awareness of the diverse 

ways in which visual art can succeed, according to Sheppard (1992: 45). Dewitt Parker (1920) 

developed six principles to reinforce the formalist point of view: organic unity or unity in variety, 

theme, thematic variation, balance, hierarchy, and evolution or unity of process in the development 

of the work of art. For Roger Fry, "No one who has a real understanding of the art of painting 

attaches any importance to what we call the subject of a picture -what is represented". This 

exhortation to leave alone the iconographic aspect of a visual work in favor of its formal aspect 

presupposed the semiotic character of the formal plan, as did the Russian and Dutch Constructivists. 

The difference between those two British pioneers of Formalism resides essentially in their divergent 

view upon form. Fry considered form as an epistemological tool allowing enlarging the 

comprehension of human experience in the phenomenal world. Bell was more Kantian and 

transcendental with form as a path toward another kind of world, ideal and metaphysical.  

 The emphasis on the concept of form in æsthetics appeared in French philosophy at the same 

period. First was Paul Souriau, functionalist for whom "A lion is beautiful because it is an animal 

perfectly adapted to its life". Paul Souriau got the first "chair d'esthétique" at La Sorbonne, in Paris, 

ever opened before. Later, his son Étienne became the father of Formalism in French æsthetic 

theory. Formalism is still influential in France, under the impulse of the grand daughter Anne 

Souriau whose philosophical æsthetics steps into her father's route.  

 After Plato for whom beauty could be found in nature and not necessarily in art, after Croce 

who claimed that beauty existed only as the successful result of expression, Étienne Souriau focused 

on æsthetic categories to accept an analogy art/nature. For Souriau, our sensitivity, once refined by 

art, plays at contemplating natural realities as if they were artistic. Any solicitation from nature 

where we meet æsthetic categories awakens a taste for myth. Art is a primary fact and a creative 

activity; but the artistic need to create is dialectically anterior to the orientation towards beauty. It 
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could be based on magical needs, as in "primitive" societies; or on personal needs of expression and 

communication; or else on functions such as catharsis and sublimation. Étienne Souriau apprehended 

æsthetics as the diverse aspects of immediate evaluation, sustained by the evidence of existential 

presence and existential moment. He considered that the first attributes of things are irreducible: 

essence, quality, quantity, relation, etc. His æsthetic theory is elaborated on general concepts to 

which the mind uses to refer in its thoughts and judgments: the good, the beautiful, the true, the 

useful, etc. 

 Étienne Souriau developed a strong body of formalist theory about æsthetic categories, 

"categories" as predicates (Aristotle), as fundamental concepts of pure reason (Kant); but he refused 

any hierarchy to them. The twenty-four most important categories map the formalist field and give a 

great sense of the richness reached by objective æsthetics: beautiful, noble, grandiose, sublime (in 

Kant's sense); pathetic, lyric, heroic, tragic, pyrrhic (intermediary value between tragic and dramatic 

without the quietness particular to tragic), dramatic, melodramatic (to assure the passage between 

dramatic and caricatured); caricatured, grotesque (ludicrous), satirical, ironic, comical, humoristic, 

whimsical (fantasque), picturesque; nice, gracious, poetic, idyllic, elegiac.  

 Another French philosopher, Roger Caillois (1962), introduced the cultural element when he 

recalled us that forms are produced by accident, by growth, as a project, or in a mold. As soon as 

there is a conscious intention, the work becomes distinct from and external to the one creating it, 

making it. Forms are concerted ones,  deriving from culture before depending on nature. Caillois 

built up a bridge with social forms. 

 The Emotionalists (Tolstoy, Ducasse), or the Emotivists such as Veron reply to the 

Formalists that the truly essential property of art is rather the expression of emotion in some 

sensuous public medium. Art is the embodiment of such emotion; that is what characterizes art. Art 

is the manifestation of emotion. In What is Art? Tolstoy presents art as the "contagion" of feeling: 

the true artist expresses and evokes emotion, infecting his audience with the feelings he himself 
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experiences. Tolstoy wants to use his theory as a criterion for the evaluation of art. The quality of art 

is to be measured by the quality of the feelings with which it succeeds in infecting the audience: "If 

only the spectators or auditors are infected by the feelings which the author has felt, it is art. Not 

only is infection the sure sign of art, but the degree of infectiousness is also the sole measure of 

excellence in art". It is precisely in this theoretical space between production and reception that the 

judgment of taste can acquire a political interest as means of power or of subversion. This is one of 

the favorite arenas of critical trends in sociology of art and culture, as it raises ethic questions. We 

will come back to it later about sociological æsthetics and ideology. Apart from the moral element of 

his theory, Tolstoy is concerned to divorce the appreciation of art from knowledge and intellectual 

activity, as for him no special training or learning is necessary to understand good art (Sheppard, 

1992: 20-21). For him and the Emotionalists, the æsthetic experience is the enjoyment in the 

presence of the object rather than the enjoyment of the object itself (Saw: 1972: 59).  

 In a æsthetic perspective fidel to Baumgarten, beauty can be seen as reconciling sensitivity 

and intelligence together. This reconciliation announced the Romantic Movement, in a common 

accord between sensitive and intellectual faculties working together as symbolic trace (Ferry, 1990: 

121 and 126). Romantic art is an art of the inner sense, of the feeling, more in time than in space. It 

is not necessary to insist on the fact that there is an intimate link between the idea of beauty and the 

different artistic forms through history, as art is the sensible manifestation of beauty. Charles 

Baudelaire in his Hymne à la beauté, is representative of the romantic conception of art for art's sake 

prevalent in the 19th century. In the first verse of his poem, beauty is familiar to the poet ("tu"), 

coming from another world (deep sky, abyss), whose gaze both divine and evil does good or bad. 

The poet compares it to wine, to this man-made elixir that charms drinkers and brings them under its 

control. Beauty, in Baudelaire's hymn, is independent, wild femininity, mysterious and always 

escaping, acting onto people's and society's fates with no piety... but forgiven by the poet for it 

makes life less ugly and less heavy to carry on: 
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  Viens-tu du ciel profond ou sors-tu de l'abîme, 
  O beauté ? ton regard, infernal et divin, 
  Verse confusément le bienfait et le crime, 
  Et l'on peut pour cela te comparer au vin. 
  ... 
  De Satan ou de Dieu, qu'importe ? Ange ou Sirène, 
  Qu'importe, si tu rends, - fée aux yeux de velours, 
  Rythme, parfum, lueur, ô mon unique reine! - 
  L'univers moins hideux et les instants moins lourds ? 
 

 Going further, the Intuitionist Croce disclaimed both emotion and form. Art is identified not 

with some physical, public object, but with a specific, creative, cognitive and spiritual act. Art is a 

first stage of knowledge in which certain human beings (artists) bring their images and intuitions 

into lyrical clarification or expression. Art, for Croce, is awareness, non-conceptual in character, of 

the unique individuality of things. We see with Baudelaire's poem that Croce's definition of art is 

problematic, for beauty is universal; only the way beauty is expressed by poets, painters, music 

composers is a unique and individual expression varying in time and space. A subjectivist view upon 

art as specific and cognitive act limits the scope of art appreciation and of æsthetic judgment, though 

value is not literally a part of a physical object.  

 At the other extreme of art as an illusion or a spiritual intuition, the view that representation 

is entirely a matter of convention adopts an analogy between art and language, or more generally 

between art and a system of signs (Sheppard: 1992: 9). But not all art is representational. "It cannot 

be representation which explains the value of all art" (Sheppard, 1992: 17). Croce and Collingwood's 

fundamental distinction between conceptual thought, intuition (Croce) and imagination 

(Collingwood) is of great help here to emphasize the fact that the value of art has nothing to do with 

representation, but with sensation, perception, expression, in short, with æsthetics. 

 We have seen until now the three main poles of philosophical æsthetics (formalism and its 

categories, Emotionism and the valuation of feelings, Intuitionism and the awareness of art). Two 
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other theories complete the picture to offer a good overview of the question of æsthetics in 

philosophy: Organism and Voluntarism. The Organists (leaded by A.C. Bradley) define art as a class 

of organic wholes consisting of distinguishable and inseparable elements in their causally efficacious 

relations. Anything, which is a work of art, is in its nature a unique complex of interrelated parts. In 

painting, for example, lines, colors, volumes, subjects, all interacting upon one another. It differs 

from formalism in the fact that the emphasis is on the organicity of the components, not on 

significant forms. The Voluntarist theory of D. Parker defines art as essentially three things: 

embodiment of wishes and desires imaginatively satisfied; language which characterizes the public 

medium of art; and harmony which unifies the language with the layers of imaginative projections. 

Art is the provision of satisfaction through the imagination, social significance, and harmony. For 

Parker, nothing except works of art possesses all three of these marks. 

 K. Aschenbrenner (1968: 375) classifies æsthetic theories in two categories: the ones which 

emphasize the interior relations of the work (shape, form); the ones which emphasize one or more 

exterior relations (to the artist, to spectators, to the civilization in which it was produced) and which 

regard the chosen relation as somehow decisive of a unique aesthetic value or as indicative of some 

special aesthetic essence. The problem for philosophical æsthetics is not to find out which of these 

theories is right: no exhaustive set of cases can be given, for art is -beyond Parker's definition- an 

open concept. The primary task of aesthetics is not to seek a theory but to elucidate the concept of art 

(Morris Weitz, 1968: 91), as our experience of art is both personal and collective.   

 Rader and Jessup (1976) resolve the conflict between objectivism and subjectivism in 

æsthetics with their concept of æsthetic value as a relational complex Interest-Relation-Object (I-R-

O). They insist on the fact that because æsthetic value is relational, it is to be found in the worthiness 

of each (interest and object) to contribute to the æsthetic experience. The æsthetic goodness is the 

result of the felt harmony between the appreciator and the thing appreciated, each being fit or worthy 

for the other, in accordance with the theories of fusion (Coleridge, Wordsworth, Dewey) and formal 
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resemblance (Arnheim, Langer). According to Dewey, for example, the work of art is experience; 

nothing exists before inquiry. The spectators as well as the artist’s creativity assume an active role in 

the creation of an aesthetic experience. 

 Apprehended and defined as such (a relation interest-object), æsthetic experience and 

æsthetic value cannot be restricted to the experience of arts. We can derive aesthetic satisfaction 

from artifacts that are not primarily works of art, from scenery, from natural objects, and even from 

formal logic, political program or wine and food. To call a satisfaction "aesthetic" is to distinguish 

its status from that of being a moral or economic satisfaction, though a situation can be both, 

simultaneously, aesthetic and moral. The central task of the philosopher of aesthetics is then to 

clarify the principles on which we select the special set of criteria of value that are properly to be 

counted as relevant to aesthetic judgment or appraisal (J. O. Urmson, 1968: 363).    

Æsthetic judgments are varied, they are series of related "moments" of judgment within an organized 

system of discourse (Henry David Aiken, 1968). Individuals experience immediate, felt satisfactions 

in their æsthetic transactions at many different kinds of "moments" and situations in their lives. 

Therefore, expressions of taste must be sharply distinguished from judgments of intrinsic æsthetic 

value; their objects are different (work of art versus particular æsthetic experience). Æsthetic 

experiences, and æsthetic values, may -and often do- occur quite independently of any act, or 

expression, of preference. The attitude of aesthetic perception is amoral and free of concern; that is, 

aesthetic experiences are trivial in the total economy of our values, for their interaction with other 

values is in general slight, and the consequences of a wrong choice here are not of the same order as 

in other areas of experience (Jerome Stolnitz, 1968: 444). Aesthetic experience is not generally 

institutionalized, like moral, religious and political experience; it is not subject to comparable 

prohibitions and sanctions. Aesthetic value is a potentiality (Stolnitz, 1968: 445-457). The whole 

point of "potentiality" is that it extends the confirmation of the judgment beyond the single, possibly 
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unreliable experience, to an indefinite number of subsequent experiences, including the one of the 

expert.  

 With the concept of "judgment of taste", we broaden our approach from art to any other 

object upon which is passed the judgment that it is or is not beautiful (pleasant) or ugly (unpleasant). 

We must also add that problems in æsthetics are connected with problems in other areas of 

philosophy like ontology, philosophy of mind and moral philosophy (see notably MacIntyre about 

Emotivism, 1981). It is so because the judgment of taste is a judgment of value: there is approval or 

disapproval of the object, event, or state of affairs. Generally, if the object is an action or a human 

being, the approval is moral (right, wrong or neutral); if it is a statement, a conclusion, an argument, 

then the approval is logical (true, false, or trivial). The approval is æsthetic when the object is natural 

or an artifact, and it expresses a certain truth. Beauty is not a quality; it is a truth about the object of 

contemplation. The same object cannot present itself as both beautiful and not beautiful to a human 

being.    

 Expression and appreciation of expression leading to æsthetic value, we see clearly that 

æsthetics obeys to an autonomous principle within the system of principles by which we make our 

choices. "If we say that art is expression, then the question arises as to why expression is valuable" 

(Saw, 1972: 201). This question reflects the three fundamental problems encountered by æsthetics as 

theoretical and historical discipline: irrationality of beauty and autonomy of the sensitive as rupture 

between Man and God in the 17th century; beginning of the critique, as history opposes itself to 

tradition; and common sense versus communication, as we must ask to ourselves if we can discuss 

the beautiful and if so, what are the criteria (Ferry, 1990: 33). Historically, with Nietzsche, we will 

arrive at a new form of individualism where art has a direct link with truth, a truth defined as pure 

difference within multiplicity. In contrast, the Nietzschean thought conceived concepts (reason) and 

words (language) are process of homogenization of differences, as erasing individuality; they are 

aspects of the loss of reality (Ferry, 1990: 213). Art will help regain individuality for it roots itself 
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into reality and transcends lies with the sublime. What Nietzsche did not explore further, but the 

postmodern did, is art as language and the consequences of this onto truth. 

 

Phenomenological Æsthetics 

 We, human beings, are the only things who laugh in the universe (Strout, 1996). We gain 

knowledge of the world through sense perception. But after Baumgarten and Kant, æsthetic 

experience was theoretically divorced from sensory experience; the æsthetic, by the end of the 

nineteenth century, connoted what is elitist, elevated, and exclusive (Casey, 1973: xvi). Nietzsche's 

conception of the super man transcending social reality through art is no exception. Thanks to Mikel 

Dufrenne (largely inspired by Ingarden and Hegel) and to other phenomenologists like Heidegger, 

æsthetic experience regained its primary location within being. 

 Experience locates the æsthetic phenomenon in the region of perception, of intuition, or in 

pre-cognitive mental states. What counts then are sensations, feelings, emotions... Dewey and 

Derrida also placed art in the context of experience for the work of art to always be a function of the 

response to this experience. E. H. Gombrich in his Art and Illusion adds that art is illusory in the 

sense that perception itself is illusory. If we look at the æsthetic experience of a work of art, it is not 

illusory: it is a personal, individual, idiosyncratic apprehension and perception of the work of art by 

the senses. The Intuitionists would agree on this. 

 In The Phenomenology of Æsthetic Experience, Mikel Dufrenne considers the æsthetic object 

(distinct from the work of art) inseparable from the æsthetic perception. The sensuous element in art 

is something shared by the spectator and the æsthetic object. The latter, coalition of sensuous 

elements, is appearance (as experienced by the spectator), emanating from the concrete artifact or the 

real situation in which we experience æsthetically. Æsthetic experience is perceptual, taking place in 

space and time (Dufrenne, 1973: 86), as space and time are internal to the æsthetic object and are 

assumed by it (Dufrenne, 1973: 248). This reconciliation of subject and object in the æsthetic 
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experience is revealed in terms of the transcendental; man and the world belong to the unity of 

being. The sensuous or perceptible element exalted by perception is an act common to perceiver and 

perceived; between the thing and the one who perceives there is an understanding anterior to any 

logos. When perceiving the world æsthetically, we are more concerned with the sensuous (le 

sensible) than with matter per se, in the given situation.  

 In the introduction to his phenomenology, Dufrenne clearly pulls away from either idealism 

or a psychologism by recalling that perception, æsthetic or non-æsthetic, does not create a new 

object; the one perceived æsthetically is not different from the thing objectively known or created 

that solicits this perception. Perception tends to objectify, leaving almost no place to imagination. 

Dufrenne is antagonistic to Romantic and Idealist theories of art when he stands that:  

We must restrain our understanding as much as our imagination, to discover in the 
painting the depth of facticity" (1973: 325)... The æsthetic object takes us back to 
innocence by repressing emotions and imagination (1973: 366)... Art expresses what 
the real, and not illusion or imagination, will express (1973: 543).  

 

 The æsthetic experience is possible because of the presencing of the subject and the object, 

meeting in space and time at the sensuous (sensible) level.  The question that comes to mind is: Is 

psychology relevant to aesthetics? Well, psychological information, which relates to the problem of 

why men create works of art, is ruled out as irrelevant because aesthetics (at least philosophical 

aesthetics) is concerned only with the language and concepts which are used to describe and evaluate 

works of art. Aesthetics is not concerned with how works of art have come to be, but only with the 

finished "product" (G. Dickie, 1968: 324). At the level of aesthetic experience, because aesthetics 

requires clear thinking and hard analysis (in criticism), it implies once again a consciousness, an 

aesthetic consciousness: 

We are in the world. This means that consciousness is the principle of a world and 
that every object is revealed and articulated in accordance with the attitude which 
consciousness adopts toward it and in terms of consciousness' experience of it. But it 
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also means that this consciousness awakens in a world already organized, where it 
finds itself the heir to a tradition and the beneficiary of a history, and where it initiates 
a new history itself" (Dufrenne, 1973: xlix-l).  

Dufrenne's phenomenology brings the transcendental to anthropology and sociology when he recalls 

that the fact of the intersubjectivity is at the root of history: "There is always someone for whom the 

object exists as object" (Dufrenne: 1973: l). According to Hegel, consciousness, which is directed 

toward the object, is constitutive, yet only on condition that the object lend itself to the constituting 

(Dufrenne, 1973: xlviii). This conceptual position, to our opinion, condemns any debate between 

subjectivists and objectivists, reconciling subject and object at the heart of the historical and the 

situational, the moment the æsthetic experience unfolds itself in between sense perception and 

intelligible representation. 

 Hegelian philosophy, though, is at the opposite of traditional æsthetics in the sense that art is 

not an irrational object, but a moment of truth which possesses its own (internal) development and 

its external historicity (Ferry, 1990: 175). Hegelian æsthetics does not interest us because of the 

weight of its assumptions reducing the æsthetic to an elitist philosophy of art, where artistic forms 

are classified hierarchically. We are more interested by the essence of Hegelian dialectic concerning 

the autonomy of self-consciousness and of being: to apprehend and express truth, not as a substance, 

but precisely also as subject. The subject is a «living substance», that is essentially the movement of 

positing itself by itself; when the self is aware of itself in relation to another self: 

Mind is this absolute substance, which is the unity of the different self-related and 
self-existent self-consciousness in the perfect freedom and independence of their 
opposition as component elements of that substance (...). Consciousness first finds in 
self-consciousness -the notion of mind- its turning point. (Hegel, 1967: 227)  

Hegel liberated self-consciousness from introspection, according to Horkheimer (1993: 2) and 

shifted the question of the autonomous culture-creating subject to the work of history, in which the 

subject gives itself objective form. The destiny of the particular is fulfilled in the fate of the 

universal, in the sense that the substantive form of the individual manifests itself not in its personal 
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acts, but in the life of the whole to which it belongs. Horkheimer claims that "Idealism thus became 

social philosophy" (1993: 3). How to think of the mediation between empirical existence and the 

consciousness of one's freedom in the social whole without falling into the trap of idealism? The 

critical theories of the Frankfurt School tried to answer this difficult question and Anthony Giddens 

provided a frame of analysis in his structuration theory. 

 

Sociological Æsthetics 

 

Adorno's æsthetics is closer to Marx's critique of capitalism than the casual reader 
might think. Although Marx never wrote a treatise on æsthetics, his scattered remarks 
on literature and the arts are the seeds of a Marxist æsthetics. The main æsthetic 
problems considered by Marx include the origins of æsthetic sensibility, the 
alienation of art, the class conditioning of artistic values, the merits of literary 
realism, and the relations of basic human values to the values of art. (Zuidervaart, 
1991: 28)  

 Adorno refused to define the concept of art with which he was working, claiming both that 

art is a historically changing constellation of moments, but that the nature of art cannot be derived 

from its historical origins because historical facts are indecisive. To start from a universal and eternal 

definition of art, and to represent art history as a succession of overcoming periods of decadence 

inevitably lead, for Adorno, to a late romanticism comparable to the classical view of the eighteenth 

century. Art discloses itself away from any definition. The essence of art is not deductible from its 

origin. The definition of what art is consists of what it was in the past, but this definition is only 

legitimized by what it became, what it is becoming and may be in the future. The prevalence of art 

over subject (the artist) comes from the fact that art itself is a form of sediment, something socially 

preformed through men's consciousness, and æsthetic form is sediment as (social) content. What 

Adorno calls "æsthetic relations of production" are sediments imprints of productive force. Artistic 

forms are æsthetic context. Non-resolved antagonisms return into art works as immanent problems 
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of their form. These antagonisms are technically articulated in the immanent composition of art 

works. These tensions are constitutive and the concept of æsthetic form comes exclusively from this 

situation.  The aim of art then is to create an æsthetic appearance, as æsthetics is the search for 

conditions and mediations of objectivity in art (1976: 17). But art cannot be perceived as strictly 

æsthetic, and total reduction of art to its other condemns it to renounce to its true æsthetic function. 

Art works, for Adorno, are constant attempts of conciliation between those two tendencies. The 

determination of this enigmatic character of art is an argument against all attempts to reify or to 

ideologically integrate art.  

 The concept of decadence (Hegel and the death of art) is generally used, claims Adorno, by 

those who assimilate art to an ideological superstructure, who worsen its divorce from empirical 

reality and production relations, denying its double aspect of social fact and autonomy. 

Paradoxically, for Adorno, art has no choice between artistic or ideological purpose; art is 

ideological because it opposes itself to the system of the dominant ideology. It is used both by 

reactionary bourgeoisie and socialist realism. So we need an art theory focusing on the art works to 

escape from idealism and analyze the truth in the art works. This would not be done out of history, 

but would be the analysis of history crystallized in the works. Historical art works involve both truth 

and partial autonomy, as the truth in art is a moment of genuine practice: 

The issues of artistic autonomy, political art, and æsthetic modernism intersect in 
Adorno's idea of truth. Autonomy is an ambiguous precondition for truth in art. The 
political impact of art works is the 'hidden potential' of their truth content 
(Zuidervaart, 1991: 43).  

Truth, for Adorno, is in the instinctual, in the natural aspect of the act and of emotion, even in 

trauma. Is true what appears as it is, not what is appearance or disorder, not what can be put in order 

or be subordinated. Æsthetics can be justified as philosophical reflection, as objective solution, to try 

to seize the truth, to solve the enigma contained in each art work; but Adorno has in mind, when 

writing his æsthetic theory, a new -Marxist- æsthetics: "A valid, if difficult, approach for a future 
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æsthetics would be to find the right combination of production-oriented experience and 

philosophical reflection" (1984: 460). Traditional æsthetics is obsolete, antiquated (1984: 456), 

because of the opposition between æsthetics and modern art: "Under the aegis of the culture industry 

(...) art and ideology are becoming one and the same thing" (1984: 464). When Adorno studies art -

and æsthetics- it is as a practice and in the realm of reason: "Art shares in rationality" (1984: 79). 

Adorno assigns an emancipative role to art. The critical power of art is immanent to it. 

 Spirituality, in such a paradigm, is intersubjectivity, inter-sensitivity. Adorno, we said, sees 

art as an alternative to the dominative reign of subjectivity. Art aims at some form of (æsthetic) 

identity. For Adorno, æsthetic unity is the synthesis of dispersed elements that it maintains in their 

divergence and contradictions. That is why æsthetic unity is unfolding of truth. The idea of unity is 

closely related to the one of construction in Adorno's thought and implies the primacy of 

construction over subjective imagination. He writes (1984: 84):  

The principle of construction postulates the dissolution of materials and components 
of art and the simultaneous imposition of unity... This reflects the fate of all modern 
art in the present age, which is that it cannot escape being infected by the untruth of 
the repressive totality. All the same, construction today is the only possible shape that 
the rational moment in art can take... What distinguishes construction from 
composition is the unmitigated subjection not only of all that comes to it from outside 
but also of all partial moments inherent in the artistic process. To that extent 
construction is an extension of subjective domination which increasingly dissimulates 
its essence as it is being pushed farther and farther. Construction tears elements of 
reality away from their original context, altering them until they become susceptible 
to a new unity. 

  

 Adorno justifies his dialectical approach by the opposition between culture and society. His 

critical thought is a denunciation, a critical analysis of instrumental reason in which rationality of 

technical means and rationality of domination are merging. The work of art is an artifact; art and 

artistic forms are the product of social work and the expression of the repressed through alienation 

and organized domination. In capitalist society, art becomes a (cultural) commodity; consumers lost 
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consciousness of all their conditionings. Consumers do not perceive anymore the dynamic aspect of 

art by which, in its movement, it testifies of its progress by the surpassing of previous forms. The 

mistake consists, according to Adorno, in ignoring the fact that dialectical and historical movement 

go through phases of visible negativity, not to signal its decadence, but at the opposite to testify of its 

progress. To transform this relative negativity into an absolute one is the fate of a consciousness 

obscured and alienated by mass production. Historically, beauty is what is liberated through struggle 

(1976: 26).  

 Marcuse (1978) made a valid critique of the dominant orthodoxy of Marxist aesthetics and 

his point applies at the same time to Adorno's theoretical position. This «orthodoxy» must be 

understood here in the sense of interpretation of the quality and of the truth of a work of art in 

relation to the totality of production factors it involves. For Marxist æsthetics, the potential of art lies 

only in its own æsthetic dimension. Marcuse thinks that we need to question a central, basic 

principle of Marxist æsthetics according to which art has to be treated as ideology, the accent being 

put onto the aspect of class. We agree with Marcuse and later, we will question class when we 

discuss Bourdieu, and ideology when we discuss Eagleton, in relation to æsthetics. We will see that 

there is some danger in reducing æsthetics to ideology, as if there would be a spontaneous social 

dimension of feeling to which actors would adhere. As well, the idea of an immanent normativity 

underlies in such a model, refuting any autonomy in the production of æsthetic and artistic rules. 

 In The Dialectic of Enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno claim that techniques duplicate 

empirical objects for illusion to prevail and real life to become indistinguishable from the movies, 

leaving no scope for imagination. "In the culture industry the notion of genuine style is seen to be 

æsthetic equivalent of domination. Style considered as mere æsthetic regularity is a romantic dream 

of the past" (1972: 130). The authors insist on the fact that style in culture industry is a hypocritical 

promise, held out by the work of art, that it will create truth by lending new shape to the 

conventional social forms.  
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That factor in a work of art which enables it to transcend reality certainly cannot be 
detached from style; but it does not consist of the harmony actually realized, of any 
doutful unity of form and content within and without, of individual and society; it is 
to be found in those features in which discrepancy appears: in the necessary failure of 
the passionate striving for identity. Instead of exposing itself to this failure in which 
the style of the great work of art has always achieved self-negation, the inferior work 
has always relied on its similarity with others -on a surrogate identity. (1972: 131) 

  

 Walter Benjamin replies to this by first of all a different conception of historical time. He 

rethinks the temporality of history under the pressure of a conception of the present (now) as 

constructed in the destruction and reconstitution of tradition (Benjamin and Osborne, 1994). For 

Benjamin, who is not pessimistic about technology, everyday life is a record in itself. The changes in 

the conditions of production of works of art -at the age of mechanical reproduction do not alarm 

Benjamin. He relates the mode of human sense perception to humanity's entire mode of existence; 

human sense perception is determined by historical circumstances. Can there be "inferior" works? 

He believes that works of art have an aura, a unique phenomenon of distance however close they 

may be, similar to the aura diffused by the contemplation of a natural landscape. The aura 

characterizes the authenticity, the unique presence and traditional authority of the work of art. The 

decay, the destruction of the aura that Benjamin observes at the age of mechanical reproduction (film 

and photography) comes from the new proximity, the closeness provoked by reproductions and the 

ubiquitous presence reproduced in large quantities and in different sizes.  

 In his correspondence with Walter Benjamin, in 1935, Adorno criticizes Benjamin because 

he constantly attempts "to expose the bourgeois philosophy of idealism, which is associated with the 

concept of æsthetic autonomy, as mythical in the fullest sense... The center of the autonomous work 

of art does not belong on the side of myth... but is inherently dialectical; within itself it crosses the 

magical with the sign of freedom." (NLR 81: 56). Adorno does not refute the existence of the "aura", 

but he considers that the autonomy of the work of art and of its material form is not identical with 
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the "magical" element in it, refusing to understand the "aura" as some metaphysical element. 

Adorno, and other critical theorists rejected Greek metaphysics, polarizing their attention onto the 

debate truth/reason. Still, he writes: "There is [in art] an irrepressible push by spirit in the direction 

of what is beyond spirit's grasp" (Adorno, 1984: 173). Adorno does not refute completely the 

essence of art, by which it maintains a paradox with its social nature:  

Modern music is straining to cancel what Benjamin called the aura of art -and which 
he, a little cavalierly, thought was an attribute of all art prior to the age of technical 
reproduction. With respect to music, aura is the enchantment that is engendered 
wherever music is being intoned, regardless of its specific make-up. This includes 
anti-music as well. Examples such as these go to show that art has certain traits like 
fiction and aura that cannot simply be sloughed off but seem inextricably to belong to 
the essence of art. (Adorno, 1984: 465) 

For Benjamin, the continuity of æsthetic experience is enriched by all the other experiences and by 

all the knowledge of the one experiencing. Æsthetic consciousness, in that relation to works of art 

integrates all the energies accumulated beyond the work of art itself. How we could define æsthetic 

consciousness in Benjamin's perspective sends us back to a philosophical debate about being. It also 

touches the theory of "æsthetic distance", this distance Benjamin talks about with his concept of 

aura. 

 Our first malaise with Adorno is the way his language personifies art, the trap Eagleton 

named "self-identity of the concept" (1993). In Adorno's words: "art suspects", "art is afraid" (1984: 

467). Art is a conscious subject, substantive, essentialist, trying to act upon its own fate! Art is 

elevated at the level of a thinking, feeling and willing (social) entity, and the same can be felt with 

æsthetics as a distinct body of work and as a prescriber: "Art has no use for an æsthetics which 

prescribes norms so that art might feel less unsettled, more secure" (1984: 468). Where are the 

human beings in his theory? Mere subjects (artists and appreciators) totally dominated by 

instrumental reason? Adorno denies the fundamental link between art and beings as creators and 

receivers of art. He rejects the subjective judgment of taste in favor of an omnipotent æsthetics: 
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Any decision about how good or bad something is should rest not with the artist, but 
with an æsthetics that is fully conversant with the most advanced artistic 
developments, yet superior to them in its ability to reflect. Such an æsthetics must give 
up the concept of taste, or else the truth claim of art will die an ignominious death. 
(1984: 470) 

We can feel how ambiguous is Adorno's thought claiming both the existence of an essence to art and 

of an ultimate truth, at the same time with a claim for rational and concrete dissolution of 

conventional æsthetic categories in the name of the social content in art works. Adorno did not 

reconcile this contradiction, finding in Hegel the emphasis of the importance of art in opposition to 

pleasurable or useful play, and in Kant an attempt to grasp the relation between æsthetic objectivity 

and judgments of taste. We think that his æsthetic theory failed at catching the essence of æsthetics 

as embodied and manifesting in the social, because he dehumanized art and æsthetics, taking an 

epistemologically privileged position on the side of Hegelian idealism about the supremacy of art as 

superior sphere of human endeavor. Adorno did not refute the dichotomy subject/object, making art 

and æsthetics the object of his theoretical quest, cutting them from their fundamental link with the 

subject. We believe that any (social) theory of the æsthetic should start from the subject in a dialectic 

creator / creation / reception to give good account of what Gadamer calls the "hermeneutic 

situation". 

 For Adorno, the internal social pressure in art works reveals the external social pressure on 

the individual and the artist. He is suspect about the subject because the subject lies and denies his 

objective determinations in the name of his own unconditional domination. Would be subject only 

the one who would have got rid of such a lie, by using his own inner strength to unveil his identity. 

The major critique addressed to Adorno on the question of the subject, as Jimenez recalls (1986: 54) 

came from Lucien Goldmann. This conception of a collective subject, neither abstract nor 

transcendental but historical, deprived of conditions allowing his apparition in history, this 

conception is problematic. Goldmann emphasized the paradox consisting in claiming the existence 
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of the subject, a guardian of collectivity, historical though not present and not actualized in history 

(Jimenez about Goldmann's Noten zur Literatur, 1986: 54). 

 It appears to us that Adorno sees art as a totality, absorbed in a larger totality that is 

instrumental reason. It would be so, all human beings would be under domination of this tantalizing 

reason. What about Adorno himself and critical theory? If it is possible to find sentient beings able to 

dissociate themselves from this domination of instrumental reason and culture industry, then it is 

certain that not all artists, appreciators, art forms and art works, are alienated in the present 

modernity. One of the weaknesses of Adorno's critique is to have neglected an essential aspect of 

artistic creation as struggle and resistance. There are complex relations between industrial culture, 

media culture and everyday creativity expressing itself through cultural life, especially in popular 

and subcultures. The paradigm of the Cultural studies offers a large panoply of cases attesting of this 

empirical reality. We agree with Jimenez -the Adorno scholar in France- that we can credit Adorno 

of the "benefice du doute":  

Sans doute l'hypothèse selon laquelle la 'culture de masse' en tant qu'ensemble 
monolithique de la production industrielle des biens culturels, n'était que le symptôme 
d'une société réifiée et mutilée, a-t-elle renforcé sa certitude qu'il ne pouvait y avoir 
de création culturelle qu'en excluant tout ce qui a trait, de près ou de loin, aux formes 
populaires de la créativité" (1986: 57).  

 Adorno was certain that any popular form of culture was infected by instrumental reason; it 

can explain his elitist condemnation of jazz as popular form of music, as a global phenomenon, in 

his stubborn vision of a society from which nothing could emerge to contribute for its liberation. 

Adorno did not take into consideration the internal evolution of jazz, the complexity of currents and 

stylistic tendencies, often contradictory that characterized jazz history. Adorno was more concerned 

by the tensions and main oppositions between the particular and the universal, between culture (in a 

narrow sense) and society as a whole. His dialectic æsthetics failed at giving to the particular the 

emancipatory potential that provoked the revolutions and shifts in history, because of his exclusive 
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focus onto the unity of polar opposite particular/universal as generating historical change. The 

Æsthetic Theory being a torso, all we can regret is that Adorno did not live long enough to complete 

the book and his thought; maybe would he have revised the 'negative dialectical' weight he put on 

the particular...   

 Discussing æsthetics, we insist on the fact that for us, no value -either æsthetic or non-

æsthetic- can exist in a world utterly devoid of awareness (Santayana, in Rader and Jessup, 1976). 

As well, there is unity between form and content; there is disinterestedness (not un-interestedness) in 

an æsthetic experience. Beauty is free. A disinterested experience is the attention concentrated upon 

the æsthetic object as a thing fascinating simply to contemplate or to listen to. For Santayana, an 

object æsthetically regarded is contemplated for its manifest qualities. Æsthetic objects are 

phenomenal, not physical, as Dufrenne demonstrated. Did Adorno confuse the physicality of the 

object with the æsthetic object? Many æsthetic objects are purely imaginary, like the red intensity of 

a sunset over an immense lake, or those mentioned in the section on philosophical æsthetics, about 

non-artistic objects of æsthetic experience. Adorno's theory of the æsthetic poses problem also in 

relation to the theory of fusion; we see ourselves, either as we are or as we aspire to be, in the 

qualities of the (æsthetic) object. There is room here for questioning the relation between 

imagination and consciousness. 

 In the debate around the dichotomy between subject and object, it is fundamental to recall 

what definition of the æsthetic object we consider. Rader and Jessup provide a concise description 

bringing together object and interest (1976: 93): 

The æsthetic object is any thing or quality, whether imaginary or real, that has 
enough vividness and poignancy to make us appreciate it simply as given. 
Nothing is excluded that can excite æsthetic interest, even though it be a blade of 
grass; but some objects are much better fitted to arouse and sustain æsthetic 
interest than others. 
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 Art, of course, in all its forms, in constant evolution, is much better fitted to such an æsthetic 

task than anything else. Art is privileged by æsthetics as a case study, to elaborate theories on the 

æsthetic (phenomenon, experience, taste, judgment, value, quality), especially in philosophy. But the 

æsthetic is not confined to art. Our world deprived of art and of any æsthetic object would be 

unbearable and impossible, due to the nature of our apprehension of the world, through the senses, 

the body and the mind. We are sentient beings and cannot eliminate this given aspect from our 

human nature. We can learn to control or minor our sense perception in favor of the mind and 

reason, but we cannot completely get rid of it. Phenomenology of perception (Merleau-Ponty) or of 

æsthetic experience (Dufrenne) gave a detail account of life as phenomenon. This is another 

argument for criticizing Adorno's theory of the æsthetic as mere search for conditions and 

mediations of objectivity in art (Adorno, 1976: 17); forms being æsthetic context for social relations; 

æsthetic form being mere sediment and (social) content, imprints of productive force. This vision of 

æsthetics as philosophical reflection, as objective solution, to try to seize the truth, to solve the 

enigma contained in each art appears more like another kind of idealism, as we said earlier, in the 

sense that it embodies art as an entity, related to the social, but somehow autonomous in its attempt 

to offer a resistance to domination. Of course, art is always a part of the historical data, a kind of 

vehicle, helping to "see" better the life and gaze of our ancestors (mainly the elite class) in the way 

history has been recorded. Art and history are in a reciprocal relation we can try to understand in the 

past and the present. Art is a social document, as intended by the creator, as well as potentially 

æsthetic object. But art of the past, in its different styles, is juxtaposed to today's art. To consider art 

as instrument of the totalizing reason is to deny the fact of history over appreciators' tastes, and the 

fact that judgment is never totally the product under the influence of social, political and economic 

factors. As Rader and Jessup themselves recognize:  

The danger of technocratic enslavement is real. The massive forces of change seem to 
be moving toward an organizational gigantism and standardization that undermine the 
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values of individuality. The depersonalization of existence is not only a threat but a 
constant reality. (1976: 294)  

 The emphasis of art is on quality instead of quantity. Æsthetic experience is lively intuition. 

With creativity, spontaneity, sense of disclosure, heightened intelligibility, with all these aspects 

inherent to art and æsthetic interest, the danger of technocratic and technological domination are 

severely minored. This brings us to the question of æsthetic freedom. In a democratic -non 

authoritarian society- art is free to express whatever artists find important or interesting and 

spectators feel free to enjoy. Æsthetic freedom corresponds to the possibility to experience (beauty, 

ugliness, rhythm, etc.) through all our senses (smell, listening, look, savor, appreciation and 

sensation/feeling). It is to find good to experience in itself. This freedom can never be taken away 

from us; except in extreme cases of torture or incarceration where.. still, it is possible to experience 

the horror of the situation! 

 The question that matters today is: "What do we need emancipation from?” We may need to 

emancipate ourselves from reason, from a body of alienating æsthetic and artistic theories, spreading 

into the social spheres in the name of rationality. For Habermas, let us repeat it, the philosophical 

discourse of modernity touches upon and overlaps with the æsthetic discourse in many ways. Indeed, 

the fundamental divergence about historical time takes place in modernity. At the dawn of sociology, 

in the middle of the 19th century, Auguste Comte conceived his law of the three stages. The first 

one, the theological  (prior to 1300), was characterized by a belief in supernatural powers and 

religious figures; the second one, metaphysical (1300-1800), was the reign of nature, of abstract 

forces responsible for almost everything; finally, since 1800, Comte stated that as part of a natural 

and inevitable evolutionary process, we entered into an era characterized by a belief in science 

instituting the primacy of the intellectual and the rational. It is in this third stage of development of 

western thought that the æsthetic discourse took its relative autonomy from philosophy, to be 

somehow "recycled" by sociology. The belief in science displaced the debate. From æsthetics as 
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sensitive cognition and attempt to seize the world sensuously through feelings and emotions, to 

æsthetics as a philosophical and sociological paradigm, the debate shifted, under Marxist influence. 

We share with Quinney (1982: 15) that social sciences did not escape the trap of over rationalization, 

since it avoided the question of the reality of our existence as a whole (social and spiritual, finite and 

universal): 

As a modern, advanced capitalist society has required an a-religious and secular spirit 
to justify an economy of exploitation, a social science has developed to provide the 
symbols and explanations to support the further advancement of the social and 
economic order as well as to legitimize its present practices. Contemporary social 
science lacks the symbols that will allow us both to critically understand and to 
change the conditions of modern social existence. 

 

 French school of sociology is no exception when dealing with art and æsthetics, as it 

separated the two domains to concentrate only on art, its markets, its actors. The history of sciences 

in France as well as in Germany shows the structural autonomy of Reason, a reason, Michel 

Foucault said, that needs to free itself, first of all, from itself to get rid of dogma and despotism 

characterizing the history of Reason:  

Dans l'histoire des sciences en France comme dans la théorie critique allemande, ce 
qu'il s'agit d'examiner, au fond, c'est bien une raison dont l'autonomie de structure 
porte avec soi l'histoire des dogmatismes et des despotismes - une raison, par 
conséquent, qui n'a d'effet d'affranchissement qu'à la condition qu'elle parvienne à se 
libérer d'elle-même. (Riccio and Vaccaro, 1990: 8)  

Foucault's reference to critical theory is very interesting due to the fact that Horkheimer, Adorno, 

Habermas and Marcuse criticized totalizing reason by producing a critical body of thought sustained 

by reason. This is the fate of all sciences, even those of interpretation, to construct an object of 

research in which they try to make reality fit. Adorno's thought about art and æsthetics provoked a 

strong reaction in France. The French tradition, embodied in Pierre Francastel's sociology of art, is 

rooted in a realistic approach of æsthetics, putting the emphasis on the analysis and study of works 
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of art, or on the social conditions of production and reception of the works of art, but not reducing 

art to its social determinisms. French tradition does not see society as mechanized or antagonistic; it 

rather thinks of the relation between artistic activity and society as a dialectical one. Pierre 

Francastel -key figure in French sociology of art- attributed no value to historical materialism:  

Les thèses pseudo-sociologiques d'un Lukacs, d'un Antal ou d'un Hauser sont sans 
valeur. Elles feraient de l'art la matérialisation, à travers l'activité d'un homme réduit 
au rôle de porte-plume, d'une sorte de pensée collective fixée pour un moment de 
l'histoire. (1956: 255)  

For Francastel, art is a language and is a vehicle for non-discursive (in a linguistic sense) 

information. The sociologist looks at art in its figurative and social dimensions. Francastel defines 

æsthetic representation as a mode of action by which, in society, men and women stabilize some 

aspects of their experiences and by which they anticipate their immediate possibilities to transform 

material and mental forms of the universe (1967: 355). Æsthetics as a mode of action is a conception 

that goes beyond the artistic. Æsthetics shapes and reshapes in depth formal modalities, as sensitivity 

changes occur. Æsthetics reigns on a field of actions directed according to tastes and to a 

configuration suggested by experience and by representation. Subjective judgments are incarnated 

this way into social practices. Contrary to Adorno, Francastel defines æsthetics as form of a 

judgment of taste within a particular ideological, identity and cultural structuration. Form, for 

Francastel, exists only in the mind. Form as impulsion is characterized by a mode of apprehension of 

reality that is plural. Form as function, and form as orientation of attention, is never fixed, always in 

movement (1967: 356). Francastel's approach helps reconcile two levels -abstract and concrete- of 

æsthetics, with the semiotic theory of the openness of the æsthetic code (Umberto Eco). Umberto 

Eco refuted the Gestalt psychology on the basis of the fundamental openness of any perceptual or 

intellectual process. There is no configuration already equipped with an objective organization, but a 

cognitive experience operating step by step, in an interaction: perceived object/dispositions of the 

subject (1965: 95-98). Eco agrees with Piaget (1947) on the fact that the structuration of sensory 
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information is the product of an equilibrium due to innate as well as external factors, the two 

interfering constantly. The mechanism of æsthetic pleasure is of the same kind of integration 

mechanism on which cognition relies. The inner activity of perception is the essential condition for 

æsthetic jouissance produced by a form. For Francastel, art forms, like painting, not only represent 

the sensible world, but also signify. They reflect both imaginary and concrete reality. The originality 

of Francastel's thought is precisely to have demonstrated how imagination plays a consistent role in 

elaborating artistic imagery, as well as the deep rooting of imagination -this obscure zone- in the 

social. His theory links individual action to collective practices such as the description of the 

experience of self and of the world.  

 Æsthetics is one of these categories by which individuals give or find meaning and 

preference to their participation to the social, to their world. As soon as they are born, social actors 

are engaged into valorizing categories that influence perception, that help attribute meaning to action 

and events. But, by both the description of their subjective experiences, and the selection / 

accumulation process operating through time, social actors participate and influence in return the 

social life that helped them objectify their experiences. This dialectical movement between the 

subjective and the objective, prevalent and remarkable in æsthetic experience and judgment, takes 

place through history. This dialectical movement incarnates the complex interaction and 

configuration between sensitive perception, formalization, subjective experience, objective 

description, and social practice, with all the cultural and ideological implications. Another French 

sociologist, Jean Duvignaud, pointed at the constitutional link between representation and collective 

existence: "L'existence collective se réalise en se représentant" (1984: 89). 

 Æsthetics does not belong to symbolic systems, though all symbolic systems promote some 

æsthetics. Forms and belief in them express a motivation due to sublimation and exaltation of 

pleasure and of imagination, a judgment of taste, and an articulation taking place through sensitive 

experience to manifest socially through practices. As Charles Levin said, "Æsthetics is a kind of 
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primitive substance of social process" (1988: 22). We would add, primitive, maybe, but not 

uncivilized. 

 French sociology of art is better known abroad with the works of Pierre Bourdieu and his 

theory of "champ" and "habitus" where he defended that taste is conditioned by social distinction. 

Contrary to Adorno who refuted any validity to the concept of taste, Bourdieu states that tastes are 

from social origin (education and place of the actor in the social structure). Bourdieu sees society as 

a complex of fields (champ) where social actors establish and maintain relations and strategies 

between them, in order to assess their control, their power, to various degrees, and their interests 

over different layers or clutters of groups or individuals. Bourdieu (1977) claimed that praxis is a 

social experience one gets by participating to one particular social universe. A new offer would 

provoke a new taste from a fraction only of a class looking for new objects of social distinction. The 

effect of symbolic imposition helps the new cultural product to meet demand, while offer shows a 

certain ability to define demand. The precondition fundamental to Bourdieu's sociological theory is 

that the social class taking interest in art must possess the necessary "cultural capital". The act of 

recognition, the operation of deciphering, of decoding that the access to cultural commodities and to 

the avant-garde implies, are conditions for the possession of this cognitive patrimony. In other 

words, one cannot appreciate art and appropriate it if one is not educated to art within one's own 

social class, learning to like the specific art(s) and style(s) favored by one's own distinctive class. 

Æsthetic pleasure in Bourdieu's mind comes from this particular sensation of feeling one, of 

identifying oneself, of feeling at home when contemplating artistic works that reconcile one's 

objectified meaning of the world.  

 There is in this conceptual system a circularity that we find difficult to accept in our 

conception of partial autonomy of the self: circularity of social determinism between taste, class, 

experience, and at a pragmatic level, a circularity due to the closure of each class onto itself, 

cocooning social actors’ tastes within their own classes... Up to a point that, paradoxically, 
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Bourdieu's thought appears closer to bourgeois sensibility than to the Marxist tradition he comes 

from! We believe that such social determinism and class segregation, if it was so in the great novels 

of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in France, are far from being that clear today.  

 A good example comes from the return to philosophy in French cafés. Greek thinkers like 

Aristotle and Socrates are more popular than Jacques Derrida, for the French seem today to be in 

search for values and a moral compass rather than for conceptual analysis. The philosopher Roger-

Pol Droit wrote in Le Monde, in October 1996, that attention is turned towards the ancients, seekers 

of wisdom, rather than towards the moderns, builders of systems: "The new model is Socrates, who 

never wrote anything and who spoke to people on street corners." This philosophical come back on 

French public place is astonishing and would need more sociological analysis than its mere mention 

in this paper. It shows notably that there is a demand, all social classes confounded, for things that 

are not commodities, for food for the spirit while drinking an espresso. In a France on its way 

towards Americanization of its culture, visible notably in the way the youth dresses and behaves, this 

return-to-philosophy movement could well express that materialism and capitalism did not win the 

battle yet. Adorno and Horkheimer would smile in their graves if they happened to know. It is also a 

confirmation for us, at a more general level, that being in society is first of all being in the world, as 

beings, that reality is a dialectical process involving ontological beings and social existence. "In that 

struggle [for dwelling, for meaning in our lives] we create the human structures (social, economic, 

political and religious) that make being possible" insists Quinney (1982: 28). The religious is to be 

understood as an expression of totality where all is related and essentially one, giving depth to our 

encounter with reality. "Rasa", as æsthetic sense, is close to this approach of the religious, offering 

an entrance into metaphysical æsthetics, beyond appearances. 

 Anna Harendt (1978: 10) links appearances in such a unified view upon society to our 

difficulty to experience depth of existence: "Since we live in an appearing world, is it not so much 

more plausible that the relevant and the meaningful in this world of ours should be located precisely 
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on the surface?" (cited in Quinney, 1982: 50). There is in Harendt's sense of life in an appearing 

world an underlying dimension of becoming, of being in the world as a becoming, as Heidegger 

would put it. There is also a moral obligation attached to action, and the very act of liking does not 

escape such obligation for consciousness to be ethical.  

 Life is consciousness and, as we said earlier, we are constantly recreating a world, our social 

reality upon which we act to give to it human significance; this one of the reasons why contemporary 

artists like Nam June Paik recycle TV monitors into elaborated mythological sculptures. The search 

for meaning inherent to being human is mediated by language, language also in a process of 

becoming as it changes through time, remodeling and refining meanings and spellings to better 

accommodate our need for describing experiences and transcending them. Electronics and computers 

are today's new artistic media, exploring the ephemeral quality of screen images which existence 

depends on electric cords, on umbilical links with the enduring reality of technology. Walter 

Benjamin had a good formula to show how difficult it is for language to deal with the dual level of 

reality: "The infinity of all human language always remains limited and analytical in nature in 

comparison to the absolutely unlimited and creative infinity of the divine word". The sociological 

thought separates the ontological from the social for a particular kind of understanding and action. 

But the ultimate meaning of any phenomenon, as product of everyday praxis, still joins appearance 

to reality; social sciences fail at describing phenomena when they remain at the textual level. To 

show this lacuna in sociological æsthetics is one of the tasks of this paper.  

 In his book about the organization of cultural value in the advanced capitalist world, John 

Frow addresses a valid critique to Bourdieu and his way of essentializing the concept of class as a 

coherent structure and setting it in a fixed relation to cultural forms. Culture is thus seen as a process 

of negotiation of class position and as an expression of that process. This definition is reductionist 

compared to the one of Raymond Williams where culture is a signifying system through which a 

social order is communicated, reproduced, experienced and explored. We totally agree with Frow 
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that Bourdieu's model is limited by the specificity of the organization of cultural value in France, 

where cultural capital still equals with prestige and privileges. The structure of a linear hierarchy 

itself seems no longer generally applicable, as television has reshaped the forms of mass audience 

(1995: 5). We see, with the return-to-philosophy movement, that beyond the mass media, social 

stratification is changing and boundaries between intellectuals and other classes are blurring in 

France. In North America, such a stratification never existed as deeply institutionalized at all levels 

of social life; and multiculturalism makes the situation even more complex.  

 Bourdieu theorizes the relation between cultural capital (the intelligentsia) and economic 

capital (the dominant class). He assigns a single and exclusive function (distinction) to cultural 

practice and assumes that the work of the text is exhausted in this function. How come, then, the 

flâneurs of Paris streets and cafés, erase such relations between cultural and economic capitals? In 

order for the middle class to lift itself up into the high brow social elite? The intellectual class would 

refuse to play such a game and would rush back to its literary TV shows and university lectures to 

assess their superiority! The return to philosophy is also a symbolic manifestation of the need to 

answer existential questions; answers that meet spiritual and ethical needs as well. The French are 

attracted by the ideal of the ancient Greek: the person who cares about his or her soul as well as 

about the body politic. As Quinney wrote (1982: 38-39): "In our symbolic affairs (in searching for 

meaning in our lives in relation to the totality of meaning in the universe) there is no real distinction 

between the sacred and the secular." Frow sees some rigidity in the way Bourdieu opposes formally 

and functionally autonomous æsthetic universes. The immediate correlation of these æsthetic 

universes with social classes means that cultural forms are understood as non-contradictory 

expressive unities rather than as sites of tension (Frow, 1995: 27-38). Though Frow follows 

Bourdieu in understanding value as relational and practical, as the outcome of processes of 

negotiation and contestation, he refuses the conclusion implicit in Bourdieu's work, that the sole or 

the primary function of æsthetic texts is that of status-distinction. The problem for Frow of such a 
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conclusion is that it gives up on the possibility of explaining other textual functions (pleasure, for 

example) in social terms, with the inevitable result that questions of intrinsic æsthetic value return 

unannounced and uncontrolled (1995: 4-5). We can add that it also reduces analysis of æsthetic 

pleasure to a social dimension, when we have just seen that, in reality, there is a dialectical unity 

between the particular and the universal at the ontological as well as at the social level. In æsthetics, 

the unity of appearance and ontological reality is made manifest: "We find truth -the meaning of our 

existence- the moment beauty in the world becomes evident" (Quinney, 1982: 56). The American 

sociologist Richard Quinney merges on this particular point with the Indian philosopher 

Rabindranath Tagore. Western and Eastern thoughts partake here to a same goal, a desire to know, 

source of the unfolding of the universe, an unfolding that we witness through the development of our 

consciousness, at different levels in our lives. 

 Following Bourdieu, an entire generation of French sociologists of art, like Jean-Claude 

Passeron, Jean-Claude Chamboredon and Antoine Hennion developed theories on art unable to 

problematize æsthetics. Since the mid-eighties, though, a new trend has been trying to define the 

modalities of sharing between æsthetic studies of contents and social studies of contexts, that is 

conditions of production and of circulation of works, styles and tastes (Hennion, 1994). Passeron 

announced a third period for the sociology of art, in which æsthetic effects should be reintegrated to 

sociological knowledge of art works. Chamboredon introduced Raymond Williams' concept of 

"structure of feeling" into French sociology of art to try to reconcile oppositions between collective 

expressiveness of art works and originality of the creator, with an underlying discussion of the 

tensions between the universal and the particular. We will not develop further in this paper, on the 

implications for French sociological thought of such an opening onto the æsthetic. Two reasons for 

that: the first one is the lack of space in this paper; the second is that the new debates do not 

contradict or alter Bourdieu's conceptualization of art and æsthetics as a social distinction. French 

sociologists of art, contrary to John Frow, did not put into question Bourdieu's definitions of social 
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class and taste, leaving intact his theory of champ and habitus. The translation in French of Martin 

Seel's book on æsthetic rationality attests of the interest for this propensity to place æsthetics in a 

separate sphere from reality. Refusing the old metaphysics of æsthetic form that Seel attributes to 

Schiller's and Adorno's thoughts, Seel tries to show, using hermeneutics, that æsthetic practices have 

an autonomous rationality. This autonomous rationality, for Seel, corresponds to the potentiality of 

experience, to openness and critique, to broadening and intensification by perturbation. Seel believes 

that the study of dynamic and rational basis of æsthetic activity allows to refuse such an 

æstheticization of thought and a reason that would ignore æsthetics.  

 

The Cultural Studies 

 Ian Hunter radically claims that æsthetics belongs to the ethical domain, positioning æsthetics 

from the particular and away from art (1992: 348). By ethical, he means ways of conducting one's 

life with specific means for establishing the consistency of conduct and outlook that we associate 

with having a personality, to speak in Weberian terms. Hence, for Hunter, the æsthetic is a 

distinctive way of actually conducting one's life, as an autonomous and self-supporting set of 

techniques and practices by which individuals continually problematize their experience (conduct 

and events) and are the subjects of a æsthetic existence. Hunter goes further than Seel when he states 

that the æsthetic is non-rational. But he inscribes himself in the same line of thought of the French 

sociologist Michel Maffesoli (1990) who thinks that the everyday life (and life in society, at all 

levels) are irrepressibly hedonistic. Maffesoli is a postmodern whose claims correspond to 

Baudrillard's ones about the trans-categorization of the æsthetic, as we exposed the concept earlier in 

introduction to sociological æsthetics. The difference, though, for Hunter and Maffesoli, is that they 

treat of the æsthetic as a privileged ethical sphere requiring specific attention. 

 This non-rational character that Hunter attributes to the æsthetic stems from its dialectical 

withdrawal from "ordinary" understanding and it should be termed «supra-rational» as in fact it is 
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highly rational in giving rise to a systematized or ascetic mode of existence (1992: 355). Against 

Eagleton (1990), Hunter sees æsthetics as not an ideology: it does not promote false consciousness, 

it does not fail to represent the structural relations that present its object to its subject, and finally it is 

not a failed knowledge because it is not a knowledge at all, at least not in the sense required by its 

critiques (1992: 356). The task confronting the political analysis of æsthetics becomes to describe 

the contingent circumstances in which a distinctively ethical hierarchy could find a place in the 

political sphere, and not, as supposed usually, to unmask the disguised expression of political 

domination in æsthetics (1992: 358). Hunter claims that æsthetics does not have epistemological, 

ethical, and political limits of the sort attributed to it by Cultural studies, because æsthetics is neither 

knowledge, morality or politics; it is, rather, ethical. Hunter recalls Schiller's dictum by which, as 

long as an æsthetic judgment can be treated not as a description of the object but as a symptom of the 

æsthetic condition of the person who judges, then we are not dealing with a knowledge, we are 

dealing with a practice of self-problematization and self-modification in which literature functions as 

an object for a practice of contemplation targeted on the self (1992: 364). It is not that literature is 

open-ended but that we open its ends, subjecting it to permanent æsthetic surgery as a means of 

operating on ourselves (1992: 365). Perhaps it is time to conceive of the æsthetic as an autonomous 

ethical practice that happens to utilize literary, among other, materials. 

 We can contrast this conception of æsthetics as personal morality, with Frow's remark on the 

generative dilemma of Cultural Studies: «from the methodological necessity of suspending 'personal' 

judgment, pleasure, and position in the objectification of a cultural terrain» (1995: 2). Frow 

considers that moment of suspension as a separation from the object, depriving it of all its interactive 

force and meaning, since culture itself is by definition for Frow a realm of uses and of circulating 

energies (1995: 2). Cultural studies' definition of culture is inclusive and anthropological, in the 

sense that it covers the whole range of practices and representations through which a social group's 

reality and realities are constructed and maintained (Frow, 1995: 3). Hence, it is necessary to 
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consider how and what are the circumstances of the construction of the other in such a cultural 

environment, as well as looking at the concept of value as an effect of social organization. To do so 

in the paradigm of Cultural studies, Frow reexamined the concept of class,  as we mentioned it 

earlier when he presented the use of this concept of class by Bourdieu in his work on distinction and 

taste. Frow engages a debate on the question of changed relations between high and low culture. He 

uses Jameson who rethought these categories around the «social and aesthetic situation as a dilemma 

between a form and a public (Jameson, 1979: 130). Nevertheless, Frow's argument interests us about 

his reworking of the concept of value in social science. Frow insists on the social organization of 

culture as non-homogeneous, an aspect no explicit in Williams's definition. Frow uses Lotman's 

postulation of two radically incompatible æsthetics that has the virtue of suggesting the irreducibility 

and incommensurability of the criteria of valuation, rendering impossible to reconcile different 

structures of æsthetic production and reception within a concept of totality (Frow, 1995: 21-22). 

Lotman's postulation polarizes æsthetics as, on a one hand, an æsthetic of identity based on 

repetition with variation and improvisation, and characteristic of many forms of folk and popular 

culture; and on the other hand, an æsthetic of opposition based on the breaking or absence of 

expectations and on complication rather than simplification, and characteristic of much modernist art 

(1977: 289-293). What Frow and Lotman did not see is the unity between ontological and social 

existence that lies at the heart of æsthetics. But Hunter intuitively touched the question of unity when 

he talked of self-problematization. 

 Terry Eagleton took another radical turn away from traditional æsthetics by stating that the 

æsthetic belongs to the ideological (1990). It is an easy way, we think, to twist the difficulty of 

dealing with æsthetics in social sciences, by putting the effort on the concept rather than on the 

æsthetic phenomenon and experience as such in relation to the social. Eagleton's main argument is 

that:  
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The category of the æsthetic assumes the importance it does in modern Europe 
because in speaking of art it speaks of these other matters too, which are at the heart 
of the middle class's struggle for political hegemony. The construction of the modern 
notion of the æsthetic artifact is thus inseparable from the construction of the 
dominant ideological forms of modern class-society, and indeed from a whole new 
form of human subjectivity appropriate to that social order. (1991: 3).  

 Eagleton adds that the æsthetic also provides an "unusually powerful challenge and 

alternative to these dominant ideological forms, and is in this sense an eminently contradictory 

phenomenon". Eagleton tries to expose and justify his central argument through a history of the 

concept, from Shaftesbury to Heidegger, Adorno, Nietzsche and post-modernism. His investigation 

is the one of the conceptualization of æsthetics in philosophy and sociology, rather than addressing 

æsthetics per se, concentrating on these "other matters too". His brilliant inquiry of how, since 

Baumgarten, reason imposed itself onto the concept of æsthetics, at different moments of the history 

of rational thought, fails at emancipating the concept and restituting its link to social reality. 

Eagleton's book remains the work of reason and an excellent tool for social scientists looking for 

new theoretical horizons, with its opening onto post-modernism and its promises of (theoretical) 

emancipation.  

Eagleton reads Kant's concept of æsthetic judgment as: 

 (...) at once subjective and universal. (...) To judge æsthetically is implicit to declare 
that a wholly subjective response is of the kind that every individual must necessarily 
experience (...). The æsthetic, one might argue, is in this sense the very paradigm of 
the ideological. (...) Like æsthetic judgments for Kant, ideological utterances conceal 
an essentially emotive content within a referential form (...). (1990: 93-94) 

We chose this particular passage in the chapter on Kant because it is the turning point where 

Eagleton attempts to demonstrate how and why the æsthetic is ideological, calling it the 

"ideological-æsthetic" and defining it as: 

(...) that indeterminate region, stranded somewhere between the empirical and 
theoretical, in which abstractions seem flushed with irreducible specificity and 
accidental particulars raised to pseudo-cognitive status. (1990: 95)  
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This focus by Eagleton on Kant's philosophy is, as we said earlier enough to understand how 

Eagleton does not address the æsthetic itself, but the way it has been apprehended by theory. In this 

sense, it is more a critique of Kant that Eagleton is doing. The second reserve we have with Eagleton 

is about his definition of ideology. We think of ideology, as a system of believes by which actors 

represent and justify their actions. It has little to do with æsthetics. Ideologies, as indicated in the 

word, deal with ideas and ideals before embodying and reifying into the social through praxis, with a 

will to dominate and to power, to become hegemonic and exercise control. Æsthetics, the way we 

seized it until now, does pertain to the realm of feelings and emotions produced through the senses. 

Æsthetics is a form of knowledge and apprehension of the world by beings who try to relate to their 

surroundings, to their world. Yes, æsthetic theories had been influenced by ideologies through the 

course of history as in the case of modern art sustained by the avant-garde and æstheticians 

justifying artists' modern works against any criticism, for modern art was emancipating itself from 

the fine-arts academics.  But does this invalidate or render ideological the æsthetic experience and 

the judgment of taste -as good or bad art- following an encountering with modern art? There is in the 

æsthetic experience itself, an ontological truth that transcends the social, and the social aspect of art. 

The ideological plays a role about the critique, as such critique is subject to struggle for hegemonic 

authority into the social, political and economic realms of art as social product, of any cultural 

product subject to æsthetic judgment. But those who create them or listen to them, at a subjective 

level, examine any judgment. It is precisely, and we meet Kant here, in this subjective realm 

(Eagleton's "indeterminate region"), that there is sufficient autonomy of being to make authentic 

æsthetic experiences and judgments, without being ideologically influenced. Between the empirical 

and the theoretical, there is the ontological; imagination dwells right there. 

 We can take an example from literature. As Raymond Williams showed, the relation between 

literature and sociology is not a relation between on the one hand, various individual works and on 

the other hand various empirical facts. The real relation is within a totality of consciousness (1989: 
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22). The specific literary phenomenon, for Williams, consists of the dramatization of a process, the 

making of a fiction in the case of novels like the Welsh industrial novel. Williams developed his 

concept of "structure of feeling" based on this paradoxical situation where the constituting elements 

of real social life and beliefs are simultaneously actualized and differently experienced. The 

difference resides in the imaginative act and method, in the specific and genuinely unprecedented 

imaginative organization. At the same time writers can be grouped by common characteristics of 

style or other, in a particular historical space. 

 Æsthetics cannot be reduced to ideology, not even to the political, for we believe that 

sensuality, the affective and the cognitive dwell all together within the totality ("constellation" would 

say Benjamin) of being in the world and living a social existence in a reality we constantly remodel. 

We disagree with Eagleton when he states that Hegel resolved the Kantian antinomy of subject and 

object by projecting the subject into the object to convert the unity of subject and object in the act of 

judgment, into ontological myth. It is not a myth. It does not reduce the world to an artifact either. 

The historical materialism that characterizes Marxist æsthetics displaced the problem from the 

subject to his/her objectification through social praxis, claiming no autonomy to beings. We just said 

with Williams that at least imagination is a factor of autonomization. We claim in our approach to 

æsthetics a (partial?) autonomy of being that we conceive as achieving an integral, and true, 

expression of reality, in harmony with rasa. The unity of social and ontological reality is made 

manifest in æsthetics. We feel and sense the meaning of our existence the moment (but not 

exclusively this one) beauty is presented to us and experienced. For some, it is a mystic experience, 

for others a more abstract and rationalized one. What ever the circumstances and the words we put 

on the æsthetic experience, it cannot be reduced to ideological discourse, for it starts from the flesh, 

from a whole "body" including the physical one with all the senses and the mind (Merleau-Ponty). 

The condition, though, is that we dwell at the level of true perception once senses consciousness is 

clear, a level that cannot be reached without deconditioning and de-cluttering of one’s 
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consciousness. For this clarity to manifest, one must be able to totally detach from forms and delve 

into the intrinsically ethical realm of perception of what is as it is, beyond ideology and beyond 

attachment to results. This true perception is a necessary condition to move on beyond atrocity and 

the banality of evil would comment Hannah Arendt. We can question, with Adorno (1973: 361-368), 

metaphysics after Auschwitz and be bitter about culture. In The Origin of the Work of Art, 

Heidegger's remark that we are mortals should not hide the deeper truth about the fact that we 

always come back, to dwell over and over again... We cannot deny that the question of æsthetics 

transcends the human condition and cultures. Sufferings and death force us to consider life with 

admiration, to connect ourselves with each other and to the world, in a movement that transcends 

bodies and their sensations; and to experience happiness and inner peace, once understood that it is 

what being is all about. Questions of truth, ethics and identity can be addressed in these terms too for 

there is beauty in harmony. The unfolding of life carries hope, love, light and joy. Life regenerates 

itself being after being, in a phoenix-like becoming, again and again, from its own ashes.   

 

Conclusion 

 The difficulty of discerning æsthetics within the overwhelming field of the real it belongs to 

resides in the fact that by talking of æsthetics, we deal not only with beauty as philosophical concept; 

we also open the debate onto judgment, ethics, experience, feelings, structure, art, ... We face 

problems to conceptualize the very notion of æsthetics by exposing ourselves to a series of 

dichotomies: object versus subject, universal versus particular, materialism versus metaphysics, 

rationality versus imagination, autonomy versus alienation. The other difficulty for approaching and 

understanding æsthetics resides in the fact that all sociological premises belong to the field itself and 

it makes impossible critique, within sociology, of the theoretical and methodological ways by which 

sociology fails to apprehend æsthetics a a whole situation and phenomenon. Let us remind ourselves 

the famous paradox of the liar. The Cretan thinker Epimenides stated that «All Cretans are liars». 



Veronique Tomaszewski   York University Social and Political Thought    page 44 
 

From Philosophical to Sociological Æsthetics: Alterations of a Concept 
_________________________________________________________________ 

   
 
Since Epimenides was a Cretan, can we say his affirmation is right? If so, then he was a liar. If he 

was a liar, then his affirmation may have been wrong and then... We face here not only the 

reflexivity between the two terms of the system, but also the solidarity of contradictory propositions.  

In 1931, Gödel used Epimenides' paradox to develop his famous theorem of incompleteness, a 

theorem that revolutionized modern mathematics. This theorem can be expressed as follows: in any 

formal system of a certain complexity, at least one term is true, but this cannot be demonstrated by 

the demonstrative reasoning proper to the system. In other words, within a system, it is impossible to 

prove the truth of at least one term because of the belonging of both the term and of the reasoning to 

the same system. We think that this is happening to sociology: æsthetics is irreducible to political, 

ideological, economic or social factors, but it is impossible to demonstrate it within the logic of 

sociology. Janet Wolff brilliantly demonstrated the case in her book about æsthetics and the 

sociology of art (1993). She showed the malaise but could not elaborate any theoretical path for a 

sociology of æsthetics as irreducible to other factors. We need a meta-sociological (a meta-

theoretical would say Gödel) assertion to prove it. And we think that this can only be achieved 

through interdisciplinary work, by building up a bridge between sociology (as social science) and 

æsthetics (as philosophy), rather than by "meta-theorizing". We think that æsthetics underwent an 

over-theorization already and it is time to bring it back to reality.  Many bridges could be built up: by 

doing a philosophy of social sciences and elaborating on the epistemological question of æsthetics in 

sociology; this was one of Adorno's concerns. We could also try to redefine æsthetics in its 

manifestations (value, judgment, quality, form, taste, experience) by articulating the paradox 

between subjectivity and objectivity, particular and universal; this is generally the central line of 

problematization of æsthetics, as presented in this paper.  

 A third path, the one we would like to follow from now on, is by rediscovering the 

hermeneutic approach to æsthetics. We articulate and reconcile subject and object, with self and 

being in the world, allowing existential phenomenology (of æsthetic experience) to complete the 
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picture of the relatedness of social existence with being, what Quinney calls "new metaphysics". We 

are conscious that it is once again a construction of reality by the very fact that we situate ourselves 

within a scientific discourse. It has its own limits. Gadamer showed the limits of method in trying to 

get the truth. He demonstrated the very logical problem of science: truth keeps happening and as part 

of it (we belong to the world we try to explain) it is impossible for us to extract completely our 

consciousness out of the situation we want to objectify with method. This is not so far away from 

Epimenides and Gödel. In Truth and Method (1982: 269) Gadamer insists that:  

The concept of the situation is characterized by the fact that one does not find himself 
standing over against it and therefore can have no objective knowledge of it. One stands in it, 
finds himself already in a situation, the clarification of which is a task never perfectly 
completed... The clarification of this situation, that is, effective-historical reflection on it, is 
not perfectible, but this imperfectability is not due to a deficiency in reflection, rather it is 
ascribable to the essence of the historical being that we are. Being historical means never 
dissolving into self-knowledge. 

 As Weinsheimer points out (1985: 14-15), Gadamer reminds us that objectivity requires a 

static object in addition to a static subject. Method tries to respond to the alienation of the self and 

the world; but it is responsible for the schism of subject and object. In objectifying the object by 

purifying the subject, method drives a wedge and prevents the reunion that is the goal. For method to 

recreate the world in the image of consciousness, it requires that consciousness come to know itself 

through reflection, to assert its sovereignty over itself and to exercise its freedom to realize itself. 

This task, of course, has obvious limits, and notably in an attempt to understand the subject.  

Through out this paper, we presented and criticized different philosophical and sociological 

reductionist definitions and theories of the æsthetic, on the principal basis that the æsthetic sense 

pervades and achieves an integral expression of reality and of being in this reality. We believe that 

there is no such dichotomy subject-object, æsthetics being the field par excellence to express this 

unity. Having paved our way, we intend to walk into Gadamer's steps towards a holistic and 

humanist account of æsthetics that brings us closer to true perception.  
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