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THE BORDER OF THE
AESTHETIC

Robert Gero

The border of the aesthetic is a contested space—a multiply de-
fended zone of discourses occupied by theorists working within
the disciplines of philosophy and art history. Theoretical maneu-
vers and countermaneuvers occur within the domain of each disci-
pline. In both disciplines, theorists battle over the definition of the
aesthetic. On one side, theorists claim that aesthetic encounters
with artworks involve immediate, noninferential sensory responses
that are refined by sustained contemplation alone and not by ap-
peal to such extraphenomenal factors as facts about art theory, art
practice, or art history. This is a subjectivist position that is usually
framed as the view that aesthetic judgments are autonomous. On
the other side, the c¢laim is that theory and practice are logically -
implicated in aesthetic judgment because they are logically impli-
cated in the artwork itself. This position makes possible a coher-
ent basis for talk of “true” and “false” in aesthetic judgment and art
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criticism—or at least talk of “better” and “worse.” In general, theo-
rists are divided by whether they count aesthetic encounters with
artworks to be logically independent of their theoretical properties
or necessarily constrained by them.

Since the eighteenth century, writers within philosophy have
worked to reconcile these extremes. Alexander Baumgarten, who
first introduced the term “aesthetics” in 1735, defined it as sensi-
tive cognition.! In discussing poetry, he distinguished the category
of sensitive discourse, with its suggestive flood of densely packed
imagery and ideas, from the category of intellectual discourse,
with its network of clear and distinct abstract ideas. David Hume,
in 1757, argued that aesthetic responses were spontaneous, subjec-
tive states that could be informed by reason as well as sense. Hume
supported this by appeal to the intrinsically reflective structure of
the aesthetic response. The possibility of informed reflection was
the ground on which Hume delineated true critics from pretend
critics even though he continued to maintain that aesthetic judg-
ments were subjective reports of feeling and lacked truth value.
According to Hume, true critics of “the finer arts” must subject
their aesthetic responses to training: they must be translocal, en-
gaging with artworks of “different nations and ages” in order to
make informed comparisons; they must be transpersonal, calibrat-
ing their responses to the point of view of the intended audience;
and they must be analytical, using reason to judge how well the
work realized its calculated ends or was “confined by rules of art,
discovered to the author either by genius or by observation.™

Since the beginning of the modernist period, the field of com-
bat has been Kantian: in the Critigue of Judgment (1790), Kant
introduced or developed most of the critical terms in play in mod-
ernist art analysis—beauty and the sublime, reflective judgment,
the presence of an intellectual pleasure in aesthetic appreciation,
the presence of a “free play” of cognitive and imaginative elements
in aesthetic appreciation, the absence of determinate concepts in
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aesthetic judgment, the role of artworks as productive exemplars
in art making, and the crucial, regulating function of the sensus
communis in training artists, critics, and other art viewers. For this
reason, all contemporary art theorists can be viewed as negotiating
a position in relation to Kant. Consequently, a review of Kantian
aesthetics will be a helpful aid in reading Section 3, “The Art
Seminar.”

In the Critique of Judgment, Kant analyzed the formal struc-
tures of both aesthetic judgment and art making in terms of the
“free play” of imagination and understanding. This is the “frce play”
of the beautiful where the imagination can endlessly play at form-
ing and the understanding can endlessly play at describing. For
Kant, artworks are an imaginative array of representations, “a mul-
tiplicity of partial representations,” what he calls “aesthetic ideas”
that “strain” to approximate an objective presentation of a rational
idea? Rational ideas are not determinate concepts but are ways
of trying to think about, or somehow represent, what lies beyond
human experience or what is mysterious and ineluctable within it.
Aesthetic ideas are not determinate concepts either, nonetheless,
as disciplined imaginative insights, they have cognitive content.
Aesthetic appreciation is the entertaining of indeterminate and
partial concepts that never coalesce into one privileged, conceptual
“closure.” In Kant’s aesthetic, this rush of thought stimulates intel-
Jectual pleasure when it somehow satisfies the spectator in spite
of resisting crystallization into a fixed or definite thought. In fact,
Kant claims that the reason artworks can stimulate such enjoy-
able floods of thought is because that thought is not narrowly con-
strained within the boundary of a particular determinate concept.
Aesthetic pleasure is the harmonic play of the understanding and
the imagination as they work together to organize meanings.

For Kant, such a free play is possible only if the artwork is
a dynamic mechanism operating according to a kind of complex
internal logic that both invites and eludes interpretation. Kant
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claimed that artists can isolate and extract this mechanism from
another artist’s artwork and either directly appropriate it or re-
work it in their own artworks. For Kant, no worked structure is
an artwork unless it creates and maintains the free play necessary
for a purely intellectual or cognitive enjoyment. Consequently, art
production necessarily involves the invention of works that have
sufficient complexity and sufficient openness to stimulate a rich
train of thought, a set of plausible readings that must always re-

main indefinite.

Kant’s work has been appropriated to advance differing ac-
counts of the aesthetic. Some define the aesthetic as the experienc-
ing of a sensible object of any sort—natural or artifactual—when
it is framed as an irreducibly singular event, disconnected from any
determinate purpose, function, or art-historical situation. On this
account, the aesthetic is tied to the perceptual: every perceptual
object could be viewed aesthetically, for example, an aerial night
bombing or a makeshift memorial shrine, but not every artwork.
Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937), for example, would be included
in the scope of the aesthetic; but not Andy Warhol's Brillo Box
(1964) or Paul McCarthy’s Bossy Burger (1991).

This narrowed bracketing of the aesthetic is the application to
art of the disciplinary project of the Enlightenment—what Jirgen
Habermas calls “the project of modernity ... to develop objective
science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art according
to their inner logic.™

The autonomy of art has been variously viewed. It has been
mourned as “aesthetic alienation™ “the experience of art as aes-
thetical is the experience of art as having lost or been deprived
of its power to speak the truth ... modernity is the site of beauty
bereaved.™ A cultural position or set of concerns, later organized

under the term “anti-aesthetic,” emerged in the late 1950s and

early 1960s and attacked the aesthetic as the mark of art. They at-
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tempted to “change the object itself,” “the very nature of art,” and
“the object of criticism:

“Anti-acsthetic” also signals that the very notion of the aestheric,
its network of ideas, is in question here: the idea that aesthetic
experience exists apart, without “purpose,” all but beyond his-
tory, or that art can now effect a world at once (inter)subjective,
concrete and universal—a symbolic totality. ... More locally,
“anti-aesthetic” also signals a practice, cross-disciplinary in na-
ture, that is sensitive to cultural forms engaged in a politic ... or
rooted in a vernacular—that is, to forms that deny the idea of a

privileged aesthetic realm.®

J. M. Bernstein notes that theories of art that view artworks as
historical constructions, “attempt[ing] to interrogate art histori-
cally,”” necessarily understand artworks “in non-aesthetic terms.”
On the other hand, the aesthetic has been valued as a subversive
zone of experiencing because it is not compromised by the in-
strumentality of political and economic negotiations. Theodor
Adorno sees art or the “aesthetic mode of conduct” as “a reservoir
of critique ... because it alone can block the repressive author-
ity—instrumental rationality (perfected under capitalism)™:’

Aesthetic experience becomes living experience only by way of
its object, in that instant in which artworks themselves become
animate under its gaze. ... Through contemplative immersion
the immanent processual quality of the work is set free. ... This
immanent dynamic is, in a sense, a higher-order element of
what artworks are. If anywhere, then it is here that aesthetic ex-

perience resembles sexual experience, indeed its culmination.*

Many writers practicing or avoiding philosophical aesthet-
ics share this sense-based interpretation of the aesthetic. Arthur
Danto has claimed that Warhol's Bri/lo Box is an anomalous
artwork that exposes the basic theoretical dimension of art and
forces the abandonment of the aesthetic theory of art. According
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to Danto, Brille Box refutes the theoretical claim that the only
significant properties of an artwork are aesthetic properties that
supervene on the sense-based properties of the work. He claims
“aesthetic considerations have no essential application to ... art
produced from the late 1960s on”:"

For me, the interesting feature of the Brillo Box was that it ap-
propriated the philosophical question of the relationship be-
tween art and reality and incorporated it into the Bri/lo Box and
in effect asks why, if it is art, the boxes of Brillo in the supermar-
ket, which differ from it in no interesting perceptual way, are
not. At the very least the Brillo Box made plain that one cannot
any longer think of distinguishing art from reality on perceptual
grounds, for these grounds have been cut away. ... What makes
the one art may be something quite invisible, perhaps how it ar-

rived in the world and what someone intended it to be.?

For Danto, when an artwork can have significant nonpercep-
tual properties, art is revealed as nonaesthetic. For this reason, he
concludes that the project of interpreting and appreciating art
cannot be confined by the terms of the aesthetic.

In contrast, the aesthetic has been defined as referring exclu-
sively to the experiencing of an object when framed as an artwork.
On this account, every artwork, even one possessing insignificant
or no perceptual qualities is aesthetic, while most perceptually dis-
criminated objects are not. Thierry de Duve shares this reading of
the aesthetic:

The sentence “here is some art” produces a case of art, but it is
not a case of theoryj; it is a case of feeling. The experience is not
repeatable, which is to say, experimental; it is singular, which is

to say aesthetic.”

Other theorists in this group have redrawn the boundary
of the aesthetic far beyond the liminal border of the perceptual.

Stephen Davies counts as aesthetic @/ the complex semantic prop-
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erties of an artwork necessary for its appreciation as an artwork,
He claims that Duchamp’s Fountain (1917) possesses the property
of “referring to the history and technique of sculpture” because it
has gained aesthetic properties “as a result of attaining art status.”
Noél Carroll has challenged this use of “aesthetic” to cover a di-
verse set of properties ranging from the sensuous to the semantic.
However, he agrees that the formal properties of an artwork are
aesthetic, defining them as “the ensemble of choices that realize
the point or purpose of the work.”*® Consequently, Carroll con-
cludes that conceptual artworks such as John Cage’s 433" have
nonperceptual aesthetic properties:

With respect to 433" the form of the work crucially involves

the choice of notational silence—the pianist enters, opens the
score, and does nothing—thereby virtually compelling the audi-
ence to attend to whatever ambient sounds occur in the ensuing
interval of four minutes and thirty-three seconds. The point of
the work—Cage’s great project, one might say—is to decon-
struct the privileged position of music in the music/noise cou-
plet and to alert the listener to the aural richness that surrounds

her at any given moment."”

Carroll points out that this move also entails another attack
on a modernist aesthetics: he claims that one can grasp the artistic
form of John Cage’s 433" without ever attending a performance of
the work.'® Here Carroll extends Malcolm Budd’s attack on “the
acquaintance principle” by concluding that some aesthetic proper-
ties themselves, and not just knowledge of them, can be grasped
on the basis of their reliable description, without requiring any
experiencing of them directly.

Recently, James Shelley has advanced a new aesthetic theory
of art using Frank Sibley’s notion of aestheric perception under-
stood as noninferential perception. According to Sibley, aesthetic
perception is necessary for aesthetic judgment and is impossible
without a direct encounter with the artwork:
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People have to see the grace and unity of a work, bear the plain-
tiveness or frenzy in the music, notice the gaudiness of a color
scheme, fee/ the power of a novel, its mood, or its uncertainty of
tone. They may be struck by these qualities at once, or they may
come to perccive them only after repeated viewings, hearings,
or readings, and with the help of critics. But unless they do per-
ceive them for themselves, aesthetic enjoyment, appreciation,
and judgment are beyond them. Merely to learn from others, on
good authority, that the music is serene, the play moving, or the
picture unbalanced, is of little aesthetic value; the crucial thing
is to see, or hear, or feel. To suppose that one can make aesthetic
judgments without aesthetic perception, say, by following rules

of some kind, is to misunderstand aesthetic judgment.®

Shelley argues that noticing the cognitive contents of artworks
is sufficient to support aesthetic experience.? He claims that ideas
or thoughts can be affective, that is, “thoughts [can] move us per-
haps as much as sensuous forms do. They strike us with daring and
wit, and with power and beauty”:

There is a notion of the aesthetic on the table—Sibley’s—ac-
cording to which daring, impudence, and wit are no less acs-
thetic than grace, elegance and beauty ... [consequently] there
is a notion of the aesthetic ... according to which Fountain,
L.H.0.0.Q., and Erased DeKooning Drawing are no less aes-
thetic than are the Trevi Fountain, the Mona Lisa, and the

DeKooning drawing that Rauschenberg erased.

On this account, aesthetic propertics can depend on semantic
properties of artworks just as they depend on perceptual proper-
ties. Consequently, all artworks are aesthetic, even nonperceptual

works with significant cognitive content and irrelevant perceptual
properties. Interestingly, Shelley claims that this move is properly
termed an “aesthetic” theory of art-since it is in line with Francis
Hutcheson’s treatment of the aesthetic in his Inguiry Concerning
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Beauty, Order, Harmony, Design (1725), a work Shelley describes as
“a founding text of modern aesthetics.” In it, Hutcheson analyzes
the idea of beauty as “an ‘internal’ or ‘mentalsensation,’ received by
means of an ‘internal’ or ‘mental’ sense.” Hutcheson also defends,
at length, the claim that “powerful yet economical” theorems can
strike us with their beauty.*

The preceding is offered as a summary to help frame the
terms of conversation that follow in Section 3, “The Art Seminar.”
Within art history, there are differing accounts of whether art his-
tory constrains aesthetic judgment or is constrained by it. Some
theorists have claimed that art historians identify vital stylistic ele-
ments in artworks by detecting the aesthetic significance of those
elements. Others have argued for a stronger claim: no stylistic ele-
ment or subcomponent of an artwork can be articulated unless
that element’s aesthetic significance within the work has first been

determined:

No doubt the painter Ingres drew his exquisite lines and did not
use a ruler, but whereas the use of unruled lines is a vital stylistic
clement in Barnett Newman, it is not one we would mention
in connection with Ingres. Why is this? It is because Newman
has introduced those unruled lines with a special formal effect
in mind, and this formal effect forms a large part of the acs-
thetic significance of 2 Newman canvas. Ingres presumably did
not ever consider the use of a ruler: no aesthetically significant

choice was involved in his use of unruled lines.”

In contrast, other scholars have argued that aesthetic evalua-
tion is impossible without first determining the history of the art-
work, its particular positioning within art history. Erwin Panofsky
is perhaps the preeminent example:

But that we grasp [aesthetic] qualities in the fraction of a sec-
ond and almost automatically must not induce us to believe that

we could ever give a correct pre-iconographical description of
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a work of art without having divined, as it were, its historical
“locus.” While we believe that we are identifying the motifs on
the basis of our practical experience pure and simple, we really
are reading “what we see” according to the manner in which ob-
jects and events are expressed by forms under varying historical
conditions ... we subject our practical experience to a corrective

principle which may be called the history of style.”

Kendall Walton reinforces this claim; for him, historical facts
about the origination of an artwork are essential to determining
the aesthetic properties of an artwork. Aesthetic evaluation is pos-
sible only if such facts as the artist’s intention or the existence
of particular “well-established and well-recognized” categories of
art production within the art world of the artist (such as impres-
sionist painting and twelve-tone music) have been determined in
advance:

We could not possibly tell by staring at [the work], no matter
how intently and intelligently, whether it is coherent, or serene,
or dynamic, for by staring we cannot tell whether it is to be seen
as a sculpture, a Guernica, or some other exotic or mundane
kind of work of art. (We could attribute aesthetic properties to
it in the way we do to natural objects, which of course does not
involve consideration of historical facts about artists or their so-
cicties. But to do this would not be to treat the object as a work
of art.) ... And of two works which differ o7/y in respect of their
origins—that is, which are perceptually indistinguishable—one

might be coherent or serene, and the other not.”

Others have taken art-critical practice in general to con-
strain the aesthetic judgment of particular artworks. Denis Dutton
indexes the artist’s creatively realized intention to complicate “en-
abling” or “regulating” background conditions that include, for po-
etic works, “the background of the vocabulary, grammar, syntax,

conventions, associations and history of language.” This move
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has been attacked on the grounds that it fails to discriminate be-
tween fixed background conditions that explicitly enter into the
artwork’s design and those that do not.?’

If background conditions surrounding the production of a
particular artwork are read in the broadest sense, the artwork be-
comes 2 condensed representation of a particular sociohistorical
context and discourse. Its dominant function is to be an inter-
preted moment of a cultural time-space. Here the specificities of
art history and aesthetics are lost in the generalities of institutional
display. Jacques Ranciére has observed that artworks have been
historicized by art museums in the very act of framing gua aes-

thetic display:

Our museums of fine arts don’t display pure specimens of fine
art. They display historicized art: Fra Angelico between Giotto
and Masaccio, framing an idea of Florentine princely splendor
and religious fervour; Rembrandt between Hals and Vermeer,
featuring Dutch domestic and civic life, the rise of the bour-
geoisie, and so on. They exhibit a time-space of art as so many

moments of the incarnation of thought.*

According to Ranciére, art making is no longer “subject to a set
of intrinsic norms: a hierarchy of genres, adequation of expression
to subject matter, correspondence between the arts, etc.”: now it
is possible for “everything to play the part of the heterogenous, un-
available sensible.”? Ranciére claims that this romantic construc-
tion of the heteronomy of the art object as a form of life, what he
calls “the plot of the spirit of forms,” is, in fact, the construction of
a mode of experience that projects the properties of the aesthetic
experience onto the art object yet paradoxically recognizes the ob-
ject as art only on the condition that it is nonart.*® Ranciére claims
that the current aesthetic regime operates via a Romantic poetics
that regards art and life to be permeable. As a result, both formal-
ism in art and normativity in art have been overthrown.
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In Section 3, “The Art Seminar” and Section 4, “Assessments,”
a very wide range of opinions regarding the aesthetic becomes evi-
dent: some writers reject the role of the aesthetic in art criticism in
favor of historically-bounded criteria; others attempt to redesign
or return the aesthetic to a concept compatible with the historical.
Others begin with assumptions that reject any confluence between
art history and aesthetics; this places them outside of arguments
that can contain both aesthetics and history, including the litera-
ture I have reviwed here. These positions, in sum, comprise a large
portion of the spectrum of conceptual possibilities as I see it. Most
of the terms of art history, considered as a discipline, are at least
influenced, if not determined by, fundamental issues such as the
ones I have outlined. I will bring this introduction to a close by
sketching my own position in relation to these issues.

I believe that Kantian aesthetic theory remains applicable to
the category of contemporary artwork classified as “nonaesthetic.”
A reading of Kant’s formalism demonstrates an essential con-
nection to postmodernist art practice and appreciation. Contra
Clement Greenberg, Kant’s account of aesthetic appreciation is
not formalist in a narrow sense. To conclude otherwise is to ne-
glect Kant’s account of art making as a species of intellectual play:
“production through freedom, i.e., through an act of will that plac-
es reason at the basis of its action.”*

To view a work as art is to enjoy shifting levels of interplay:
seeing how the artist has merged imagery, sounds, cultural icons,
found objects, sometimes even another artist’s work, into new rep-
resentations that express meaningful ideas; seeing how the artist’s
selection of, and treatment of, a medium fits into the art-historical
record of media treatment; seeing how the artist’s work is posi-
tioned with earlier works of that artist and other artists in history;
seeing how the artist’s work plays in relation to other disciplines
and the social dimension of life. Rosalind Krauss notes that art
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practice regarded as “eclectic” from a modernist point of view can
be seen as “rigorously logical” from a postmodern perspective:

Within the situation of postmodernism, practice is not defined
in relation to a given medium—sculpture—but rather in re-
lation to the logical operations on a set of cultural terms, for
which any medium—photography, books, lines on walls, mir-

rors, or sculpture itself—might be used.®

Instead of conclusions—which would, given the complex-
ity of the subject and the brevity of this exposition, be prema-
ture—I would like to advance another theory of the aesthetic. My
model incorporates and extends theoretical moves advanced by
several of the theorists under discussion in this essay:

1. The Sibley/Shelley move: No property of an artwork
counts as aesthetic unless it can generate a noninferential
judgment in a trained, sentient spectator. I would extend
this: any property of an artwork counts as aesthetic if its
virtual “viewing” is sufficient to generate noninferential
judgments.

2. Davies’s move: Aesthetic properties are not just sensu-
ous properties; they include such art-historically indexed
properties as “referring to the history and techniques of
sculpture.” I would both narrow and broaden this claim.
First, only art-historical descriptions of works that gen-
erate perceptual/sensory experiences count as aesthetic
properties of artworks. Second, art-historical descriptions
can sometimes generate new properties and even new
works.

3. Carroll’s move: Artistic form is the set of choices that real-
ize certain purposes or points. I would extend this: some
artworks are strategic structures. Because certain artworks
utilize theory strategically, they can be “seen” only by

trained spectators who are aware of other artworks and the
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ways theoretical commitments and moves within the art
world can generate aesthetic properties.

This, in outline, seems a promising way to define the aesthetic
since it is informed by the spectrum of theory and by the encoun-
ter with a class of contemporary artwork that has generally frus-
trated and confounded aesthetic analysis. Here I follow Adorno:

[T]he concrete historical situation of art registers concrete de-
mands. Aesthetics begins with reflection on them: only through
them does a perspective open up on what art is. ... The principle
of method here is that light should be cast on all art from the
vantage point of the most recent artworks, rather than the re-
verse, following the custom of historicism and philology, which,
bourgeois at heart, prefers that nothing ever change. If Valéry's
thesis is true that the best in the new corresponds to an old
need, then the most authentic works are critiques of past works.
Aecsthetics becomes normative by articulating such criticism.
This, however, has retroactive force, and from it alone is it pos-
sible to expect what general aesthetics offered only as a hope

and a sham.’®
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