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ABSTRACT

In my thesis I inVc'sligalc two main tvpes o'f aesthetic theories: T’Subjcclivism" us
represented b.y Edward Bullough, Monroe Beardsley, Virgil Aldrich and Jerome Stol-
nitz, and "Insmunonahsm as represented by George D:ckle and Arthur Danto. The
subjectivists assume that aesthetic experience is cssc_ntmlly iner or prwuu, while the
institutionalists assume that it is outer or public. In various ways both accounts have
contributed immensely to an understanding of what goes on in aesthetic appreciation.
But in.each case the presupposed -account of experience misqo‘ncci\'cs and distorts
what counts as aesthetic appreciation, My main contention is that both accounts are

based on an understanding of experience that trcuts’lhe inner/mental rmlm as though
it could be isolated from the omter/social realm. This privacy view ol -aesthetic experi-
ence can be rectified by recognizing that what is relevant to acsthclic\appruciuliqn is
not the experiences that onc has bul.om:’:; ability to demonstrate an understanding of

the artistic properties of the presented artwork.

For the subjectivists, experience 1s defined Ly reference to a ];crson‘s inner experi-
ences of the phenofnenal qualitics of an artwork and ignoring the way in which it is
shaped by artistic and cultural traditions. The difficulty with this view is not just that it
overemphasizes individuals and their mental states, but also that it mistakenly treats
aesthetic experience as divorced from outc_r/social influences. A background artistic
lradilior\'is presupposed but the important sensc in which it informs a person’s under-
standing of the artistic signifiéance of the artwork is assumed to be of secondary impor-
tance. This prevents proponents of the view from fully recognizing how acsthetic

@ion comes about through the exercise of one's ability in understanding puta-

tive artistic qualities of an artwork. On my view, by contrast, it is crucial that aesthet-

i
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ic experience be considered in relation to'the contextual tradition of the artwork in
question. * Explanations of the character of aesthetic appreciation must take into
account thé manner in which formal qualities of an artwork are informed and shaped

by contextual features.

The instilutionﬁli#ls, however, explain aesthetic experience by reference to the
conventions of the art practice, yet their account of acsthetic appreciation remains
" unsatisfactory. They limit aesthetic cxPéiicuce to an understanding of the rules and
theories of ﬁthc artworld and ignore the \"vny the interests and preferences that people
bring 10 appreciation determine what they appreciate. This approach treats aesthetic .
cxpcricn_cc as a phenomenon that is r::gulalcd by rules and theories, and in doing so
construes acsl“hclic appreciation as the response that comes from following the refevant
regulations of the art practice. The defect of thc; apprgnch is that it treats aesthetic
appreciation as disengaged (rom people’s interests and objectives, as something that
merely happens to them once they adhere to appropriate rules and theories. The
underlying piélurc of experience prevents the institutionalists from recognizing that the
notion of aesthetic ap.prccialion allows for the possibility that one may nof appreciate
even after informed understanding of contextyal features. By contrast, [ contend that

explanation of aesthetic appreciation must take into account the way the motives and

4 - . * . -
interests people bring to aesthetic experience shape aesthetic appreciation.

The alternative [ delend starts from the assumption that how people respond to
works of art is deeply influenced by the prevailing artistic tradition of the works in
question. Relying mainly on examples from traditional African art, I argue that aesth-
ctic experience cannot be explained just in terms of the perceiver's receptivity. to per-
ceptual stimuli and the object’s capacity to generate aesthetic responses. The per;eiv-

er's ability Jo discriminate and respond to the artistic qualities of these works depends

il
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his or her understanding of the contextual features of the artwork. In turn, the contex-

tual features that are zjldduced are specified by the formal qualities of the artwork in

question. Thus, aesthetic appreciation calls on one's ability to determine the relevant

contextual features and to see the special artistic quality of the artwork. The main
.merit of the \'fiew I defend is that it takes aesthetic appreciation to be what people do.
Also, in recognizing the interrelationship of formal qualitics and contextual features in
aesthetic experience, the .approach demystifies this experience and provides a more

satisfactory explanation of artistic appreciation.

Iy .

A further strength of my approach is that it provides a way of dealing decisively

with aesthetic problems. In relegating aesthetic experience to the inner realm, stan-

dard aesthetic theories are subject to many epistemological difficulties. They leave the

question 61" how we identify works of art unanswerc(:l; they fail to explain the distine-
tion between art and non-art; and they obscure the differences among peoples with
regard lo artistic preferences. By contrast, my approach provides a better way of
understanding aesthetic appreciation and of recognizing the diversity of artistic stan-

dards without lapsing either into universalism or relativism. \

.

In chapter one | consider the subjectivist and the institutionalist views on how we
understand and appreciate works of art. In chapter two [-examine the strengths and
weaknesses of the two competing views vis-g-vis their account cl).f. I1dw acesthetic appreci-
ation comes about. In chapter three, I expose the und;:rlying linncr/oulcr dichotomy
that sets up the conceptual framework of the debate between subjectivism and institu-
tionalism, and I examine the effects of that assumption on how aesthetic apbrccintion
is conceived of by subjectivists and institutionalists. In chapter four I discuss the ques-

tion of how we appreciate works of art when the problem of the inner/outer dichotomy

is dissolved. And in the last chapter | examine two aesthetic problems — Universalism

.
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and Cultural Relativism — in the light of the theoretical gains that have been made in

»

the preceding discussion.
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OGBODO ENYI MASK




"In this éompositc head, hurﬁan and animal elem®nts are combined in a multi-
planed construction where curved, truncated and cylindrical volumes alternate.
Carved on the back is an expressive face with mouth open to show the teeth. Behind
the face is a low relief background representing a star. Details of coilfure and scarifi-

calions are indicated. "I'hc— accentuated curve of the overhanging forchead combined
with the large triangular open mouth produces a powerful effect. The consttuction,
based on changes of plane, is simpler than in (some) masks, and contrasts large round
surfaces with smaller flat ones. The coloured design on the spread cars c'rcales two

decorative surfaces. Worn horizontally, these masks rest on a raffia collar from which

hangs a net of costume {garb) woven of natural and painted fibers.

-
' Il

The daring and complex modelling of masks of this type appcars to revolve around
the representations of the clephant (Enyi). Thus t.)ne fmds a hanging trunk, tusks and-
farge cars, although human clements are still present.  Such masks are used by the fzzi
sub-group in the north-castern part of the Igbo region. The Ogbodo- Enyi appear after
harvests, during lestivals celebrating the new yams and honouring Ala the carth deity.
The aggressive appearance and power of the elephant mask contrasts with the beauty

of the maiden spirit masks.”

- Jacqueline Fry, Visions and Models, (pp. 62-3)
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CHAPTER ONE |
SUBJECTIVISM AND INSTITUTIONALISM:
UNDERSTANDING WORKS OF ART

In this chapter | examine two important contemporary views about how we under-

stand and appreciate works of art, "subjectivism” and "institutionalism”. Subjectivism

explains our understanding of works of art in terms of what we experience or feel — its’

starting point is the individual— while institutionalism explains this in terms of the artis-
tic theories and conventions of the artworld — its starting point is art practice itself. In

presenting the central tenets of these two competing views, my' objective is 10 show

where they stand on the question of how we appreciate works of art. In particular, I '

wish to consider what kinds of' issues are of concern in understanding what counts as
“aesthetic appreciation, what basic assumptions underpin the lwé positions, and what
motivates the kind of theoretical moves that are made. In other words, my aim is to
give a detailed description of the main features of subjectivism and institutionalism,

and to highlight the epistemological issucs the two views prc:;upposc and deal with in

their account of how we appreciate works of art

The chapter is divided' into four sections. In the first section, [ identify and expli-
cate the notion of aesthetic experience in the views of certain philosophers in aesthet-
ics, philosopﬁers whose accounts of how we appreciate works of art I take to be either
subjectivist or institutionalist. In the second section, I examine the areas of overlap of
the views of the phil:)sophers that have been discussed. In the third section, I expli-
cate and exalmine the basic underlying assumption of both views; and in the last sec-

tion,.I determine the kinds of ideas that provide the motivation for some of the theoret-

ical moves that are made,




THE CENTRAL CLAIMS OF THE TWO VIEWS
Subjecti vism

In standard philosophic usage, 'subjectivism’ defines an epistemological position
that holds that-aésthetic and moral claims or judgments merely express the speaker’s
attitudes, personal opinion or biasés. There are two versions of this thesis. The first
states that aesthetic claims or judgements arc about the speaker’s thoughts or feelings,
or about the thoughts or feelings of some group of people, or of people in general. The
second vcrsibn, known as emotivism, states that aesthetic claims merely express the
speaker's er\notion vis-a-vis a particular aesthetic object, or morat-claim. The emotive
theory differs from the first version in the emphasis it lays on individuals’ emotional
state, and the effect of the speaker’s claims in afousing emotional responses towards a

particular object in others,

'Subjectivism’, as I use the term, is different. It defines a methodoiogical position
that takes an individual’s mental awareness of his or her environmept as the take-off
point for aesthetic explanation. It differs from the earlier mentioned epistemological
versions il; explaining or grounding everyday phen‘omenn such as aesthetic appreciation
by reference to individuals’ mental biography, rather than merely being about ‘Wwhat
people feel or think. It explains an individual’s awareness of the putative aesthetic
properties of an artwork, or a person’s understanding of the artistic significance of the
I)bjccl, and the kind of aesthetic responses that follow in terms of the goings-on in the

individual's mental life. For instance, it accounts for a person’s appreciation of an enyi

mask just in terms of the person’s perceptual experiences of it.

~

Methodological subjectivism is not concerned with the examination of any specific

epistemological doctrines, nor with questions about the validity or truth of the claims



expressed by aesthetic judgments, nor with the issue of whether or not aesthetic
desériptions are cognitive and rational, or prescriptive and non-cognitivist. This is not
because these issues are unimportant, but as I show, the more basic moves that prompt
them derive from the methodological position that explains an individual's awareness
of his or hef environment by reference to his or her understanding of it. In other

words, the focus of this thesis is on the ways in which the epistemological problems of

aesthetics arise.

Before going further, I should mention that from now on all subsequent references

to 'subjectivism’ should be taken to refer to the methodological version of the Slh)jcctiv-

ism, unless otherwise inditated. -
.-

In explaining how we appreciate works of art, subjectivism limits aesthetic experi-
ence to an individual's perception of the artistic qualities of artworks. The focus is on
the formal and sensuous qualities of an artwork. For instance, the formal qualitics of
the enyi mask are the curved overhanging forehead, its large triangular open moutﬁ,
the alternating "mass of curved, truncated and cylindrical volumes,” the Janus-like (two
faces looking in opposing directions) design, and the unique combination of human and
animal elements. The sensuous qualities include such tactile and visual qualities as the
texture of the coiffure and scarifications that give a tactile feel, and the brilliantly
striking colours that jmbue the mask with a forceful presence. Because the emphasis is
on formal and sensuous qualities, subjectivism takes contextual features like the
subject-matter, the style of the work, its period, and such cultural cohccrns that
spurred the creation of-the work, as irrelevant to aesthetic experience. As a result,
subjectivism igrores such contextual information — that the enyi mask belongs to the
Igbos of the Izzi sub-group, that it is an aggressively masculine mask used in harnessing
the violent force of nature and in directing it into productive ends, that it is linked to

the earth deity Ala and that it mainly appears during new yam festivals.

]
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Subjectivism holds that contextual features do not matter in aesthetic appreciation
because it takes the primary aim of aesthetic experience to be the perceptual enjoy-
ment of an artwork. By defining aesthetic attitude in opposition to a cognitive attitude
(that is, one that is concerned with increasing a viewer’s knowledge), it construes con-
textual information about Igbo ideas on tllrt, the artistic tradition of the object, and the
artist’s intention, as distracting from the aesthetic point of view. The reason it is dis-
tracting is not because the information is unimportant, but because aesthetic experi-
ence is construed as limited to the awareness of phenomenal object; or the sensuously
presented qualities of an object.1 Contextual features, being non-peré;iatible, are
regarded as irrelevant to aest_hett& experience. Aesthetic experience is construed as
having to do with perceptual quallities, so contextual features are regarded as d.istort-

ing. -

‘The view that contextual features disengage attention from aesthetic concerns
underpins the central idea of subjectivism, that aesthetic experience is limited to phe-
nomenal qualities or to the sensuously presented qualities of an object. Subjectivism
holds that in order to perceive an artwork $esthetically, attention must be on the per-
ceptible qualities of the object. This concern for aesthetically relevant qualities derives
from the underlying objective of subjectivism to distinguish aesthetic experienc¢ fro
all other kinds of experiences. The purpose of the distinction is to provide a yardstick
or a standard that would enable people to idemify which experience is or is not aesth-
etic, and to determine whether or not they are having an aesthetic experience. Preoc-
cupied with drawing the limits around aesthetic experience, subjectiv.ism limits atten-
tion to the relation between aestheticnlly.relevant qualities of an object and the kind of

phenomenal response they evoke in viewers.



Because subjectivism sees aesthetic experiéncc as dealing with the _sensuoils pres-

entation of phenomenal qualities, and because it is concerned with the relation of art-

*

warks to viewers, the direction of investigation understandably leads to consideration
of the mind. What matters in this view are the psychological characteristics of aesthet-
ic experience, with the internal mental history of viewers proviaing the reference point
for explaining aesthetic appreciation. The imperceptible contextual features are
ignored, and viewers are taken to understand the artistic significance of an artwork by
reference to the the character and quality of the phenomenal object in the mind. No
reference is rr;ade to the artistic and cultural tradition of the artwork as, in the subjec-

tivist account, what counts in aesthetic appreciation is an individual's personal experi-

ences of the perceptual qualities of an artwork.

"It would be a mistake to conclude that subjectivism denies the existence of contex-
tual features simply because the relevance of contextual features to aesthetic experi-
ence is underemphasized. Proponents of subjectivism claim that they do not deny the
importance of contextual features, however, their theoretical objective of limiting the

notion of aesthetic experience to perceptual experiences results-in treating contextual

features as if they do not matter.

There are two main kinds of subjectivist explanation of how we understand and
appreciz;te works of art. The first is the psychologistic accounts of Edward Bullough,
Allan Casebier, and Jerome Stolnitz that explain aesthetic appreciation by reference to
aesthetic attitude. The second is the phenomenalist accounts of Monroe Beardsley and
Virgil Aldrich that explain aesthetic appreciation by reference to the character of the

. -
phenomenal object of aesthetic experience.

In spite of serious theoretical flaws, Bullough's explanation of aesthetic experience

in terms of the right psychological attitude of "psychical distance” occupies a significant




position in the history of aesthetics. His insight concerning the importance of a
detached attitude in aesthetic experience has come to be accepted as an essential .
requirem:ént in distinguishing aesthetic from non-aesthetic experiences. Bullough iso-
lates a special psychological state of detachment, called psychical distance, that he
assumes accompnmcs all cases of aesthetic cxpenence. For hlm, it is imperative that
aesthetic experience be psychically distanced or detnched since w1thout it, the experi-
ence would not be truly aesthetic, with the aesthetic significance of the artwork being

ignored.

For Bullough, psychical distance creates the proper environment for apprehending';
. . «

the sensuous and forma'l qualities of an artwork. It works by means of two aspects: the
negative aspect that‘ brings about our disengagement from pel:sonal concerns; and the
positive aspect that transforms the object into "an end in itself” and causes it to reveal -
its aesthetic quality to us. Bullough explains that the *insertion of psychical distance”
between the viewer and the object of perception "put(s) the (artwork)... out of gear
with our practical, actual self; and allows it to stand outside the context of our person- -
al needs and ends." He maintains that it is only from this vantage point that we can
"objectively_~ferceive the formgl and sensuous qualities of the artwork because our
"subjective” feelings are reinterpreted "not as.modes of our being but rather as charac-

- 2
teristics of the phenomenon”.~

On Bullough's view, being psychically distanced means more than preventing one's
personal experiences’ and contextual issues about the object from distracting one's
-altention while perceiving an artwork. For him, aesthetic appreciation defines a spe-
cial state that is similar to, but significantly different from, giving one's undivided

L} .
attention to an artwork.



Although pointing out the ‘defects of Bullough's views, Casebier remains sympa-

thetic to the crucial idea of the role of "distancing” in aesthetic experience. Like Bul-

lough, Casebier believes that that aesthetic experience is a mental phenomenon, and
that an individual's recognition of the aesthetic significance of an artwork comes by
route of his or her state of mind. He tr-cats the detached attitude as critical to aesthet-
ic experience, for he sees it as i)roviding the proper environment for the appreciation
of the artistic properties of an artwork. Casei:iér disagrees with the inhibitory aspect
of distancing — that it brings about disengagement by suppressing our personal concerns
— and does not consider it to be a special state like Bullough. Nevertheless, he agrees
with the view that it is by some sort of dissociation from personal concerns that the

putative aesthetic significance of a work is "revealed’. For example, on his view, an

~

emotiona! distance from the enyi mask 'woul‘(')i be required in order for its true artistic -

significance to be perceived. It follows on this interpretation that acsthetic apprecin-

tion is the feeling generated by the phenomenal qualities that are given in expcricncc.3

Stolnitz advocates yet another version of this general approach. He distances his

theory from Bullough's account of psychical distance by employing the term "disinter-

ested attention”. Taking this to be crucial to aesthetic experience, he thinks of individ-

uals bringing it about by conscious effort quite different from that involved in producing

the trance-like state associated with psychical distancing. .But despite this technical
difference regarding the inhibitory force, disinterested attention functions in a substan-
tially similar way to Bullough’s psychical distance. Stolnitz would insist that art critics

should not attend to the enyi mask with professional concerns in mind or allow his or

——

——

her mind to wander in free association or speculate about the use or social role of the
work. In particular, they should not consider what the carver of the mask is striving to
achieve nor worry about the meaning of the symbols and imagery. On Stolnitz's view

they should, as it were,\cﬁsengage attention from their personal concerns and attend




with undivided attentibn to the formal and sensuous qualities of the artwork. For only

in this way do they become aware of the aesthetically relevant features of the artwork.

The basic premise of the psychologistic accounts is that we have to get into a spe-
cial state of attention to contemplate the pure aesthetic qualit;es of an artwork. The
ideas that aesthetic experience is to be explained by reference to the goings-on in the
mind, and that aesthetic appreciation is the feeling that follows from the éccurrences in
the mind, are also is evident in this view. In particular, the central point of agreement

is that artistic understanding comes from grasping the artistic significance of objects

that are revealed in expericnce.4

The phenomenalist accounts of Aldrich and Beardsley likewise treat matters sub-
jectivistically, their main focus being_ on the phenomenal character of the object of
acsthetic experience. Aldrich focuses on the relation of phenomenal objects to percep-
tual experiences to isolate the "aesthetic object” of experience, while Beardsley pro-
vides a detailed analysis of the internal relations of this phenomenal object and isc;lﬁles
aesthetic experience. As we shall see, the central point of agreement lfgtween the atti-
tudinal and phenomenalist theorists is the idea that aesthetic experience is a mental

phenomenon, and that aesthetic appreciation is the feeling generated by this occur-

rence in the mind.

Aldrich’s account of aesthetic exl;erience turns on the idea of "the phenomenon of
categorical aspection”. This phenomenon is made up of two types of perception —
observation and prehension. Observation is the ordinary type of seeing, and prehen-
sion is the perception that transforms what is seen into an aesthetic object. "The differ-
ence between the two modes of aspection is strictly perspectival in that it is the way the
object is perceived rather than the object itself which determines how it is represented.

Thus, Aldrich claims that when the neutral entity like a "material thing" is observed, it

10
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is realized in physical space as a phys:cnl object and the characteristics that "qualify it"

are realized as "qualities”. However, when this same matenal thing is prehended, it is

realized in aesthetic space as an aesthetic object and its characteristics are realized as

"aspects (objective impressioris)” that "animate” it. Supppose we trcat an enyi mask

like a material thing. When the mask is merely observed rather than prehended: it is
realized in physical space and would not be regarded as an artwork. But when s

prehended, it is realized in aesthetic space and its aesthetic properties are perceivable.

Aldrich cautions that the distinction between "physical object” and "aesthetic
object” does not line up with the l'naterial/mental distinction. While any physical object
can be an "aesthetic object” by being seen as or prehended as such, the same relation
does not hold between material and mental objects. Using the substantially different
relation between the material ‘and the mental as a foil, Aldrich brings out the fact that
the perception of an object as aesthetic or an artwork is dependent on what the indi-
vidual has in mind at the time of the experience. On-this construal, artistic under-
standing becomes a matter of seeing the "aspects” that "animate” the aesthetic object, a
matter that depends on the perceptual lens through which one is looking. This expla-
nation allows us to explain why people may differ with respect to their choice of
objects they consider to be works of art, but its relevance for this investigation is that it

portrays aesthetic appreciation as a feeling that comes from seeing the aspects that

animate the object.5

~ -

Beardsley goes much further than others in presenting and painstakingly defending
his account of aesthetic expeﬁence. Of the various accounts of aesthetic expericnce,
his is the least problematic, notwithstanding the fact that his ideas are markedly simi-
lar to those of other phenomenological accounts of aesthetic expericnce. His tenacious
and down-to-earth defeﬁce of a special phenomenological state have paid off in rcha-

bilitating the once discredited Hotion of-a special aesthetic experience.

11
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The nolioﬁ of aesthetic experience is importﬁht to Beardsley because it is central
to his aesthetic theory. He wants to establish a way by which we can unequivocnll); tell
that our experience is aesthetic. In other words, his objective is to establish criteria for
distinguishing aesthetic from non-aesthetic experience. Beardsley insists that the cri-
teria \of identification for aesthetic experience can be arrived at by a thorough investi-
gation of our mental state. He believes that there are distinctive traits of aesthetic
experience that can be appealed to in determining whether an experience is aesthetie
or unaesthetic. Conversely, he thinks that if we cannot isolate the features of this
experience, we lack criteria of identification and will experience difficulties —- e‘special—
ly when the object in question is unfamiliar — in deciding whether our responses are
aesthetic. So firmly convinced of the legitimacy of tﬁ:z role of a special phenomenal
state in informing us of what counts as aesthetic experience is h.e, that Beardsley
devotes considerable attention to the inve‘stigation of the phenomenonological occur-

rences of aesthetic experience.

As a useful aid to others, he marks out the landscapé by means of five properties
or symplbms to guide people in discriminating their aesthetic experience. Of these, he
claims that the first is necessary, and at least three of the remainipg four must obtain
for there to be aesthetic experience. These symptons are: object directness, a felt
sense of freedom, a sense of detached affect, a sense ‘of active discovery, and a sense

of peréonal integration, or wholeness.?

1)

Beardsley describes "object directness” as a state of mind we have to be in to get
at the symbolic significance of an artwork. This mental state- of intense and serious
thought makes it possib.lc for us to follow the instructions the artwork embodies for its
apprehension. Beardsleg claims that this happens if we willingly surrender our minds

to the object’s control. The object will gradually wiE/rcveal its nature to us.’

12



The second symptom he calls "felt-freedom”. He claims that in this state we
experience a sudden dropping away of unpleasant and prob'lemntic ‘thoughts and feel-

ings. The "lift of spirits” that follows creates a relaxed sense of harmony that is similar

to that induced by certain drugs.

’

The third feature or "detachment” is akin to Bullough's. psychial distance and Stol-
nitz's disinterested attention. Beardsley describes it as "a sensce that the object on
which interest is concentrated is set a little at a distance emotionﬂlly”.8 He compares it
to the kind of féelin\g we_ have in which we remain unperturbed, even when what is per-
ceived is dark and terrible, because we are aware of our power to risc over the fore-

boding difficulties.

Beardsley calls the fourth symptom "active discovery’. For him, it 4s a feeling
analogous to being challenged by a variety of competing things, which we have 1o make

cohere. Beardsley sees this challenge a$ being transformed into a state of exhilaration

.

as we see the connection between the sensuously presented qualities and their artistic

significance or meaning.

The last symptom is marked by what Béardsley calls "unity i? the dimcnsion.of

- ' '
coherence”. This unity consists of two aspects. The first is "the-coherence (or internal
relatedness) of the elements of the experience its.elf" that consists of diverse mental
- acts and eve‘ms going on over ti.m.e.. The Sccond is ‘"lhe coherence of the sclf ," which.he
describes as "the r;;ind'_s hea@g'sense of being all together and able to cncompass its
perceptions, feelings, emotions, ideas in a single integrated pcrsonhood".9 When unit-

ed, this last property fuses a viewer's personal feeling with the phenomenologial ele-

ments of the experience.

13
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The i';nportancc of Beardsley’s five symptoms cannot be overemphasized\gpecinlly
since they are — on his view — our only means of identifying or distingnishing aesthetic
from non-aesthetic experiences, and for telling that our experience is aesthetic. As he
thinks of acsthétic,experience, appreciation is the feeling or phenomenological event
that is isolated by these fi;rc symptoms, and that accompanies a person's aesthetic

appreciation of.an object.
Institutionalism-

Institutionalism is basically a reaction to the view of aesthetic experience that
“sees an artwork as something given, standing alone,.or icon like, to be understood

largely without reference to such factors as context, what has gone on previously, or

what may happen in the future”.10 The term ‘institutionalism’ will be .used to refer to

-

accounts that stress the primacy of the art practice, context, institution or artwarld in

explaining our appreciation of artworks.

Opposed to the central position givcn?"to individuals’ mental experiences, institu-
tionalism holds that we understand a work of art by situating it to its artistic tradition
and conventions. It contends that we cannot grasp the artistic significance of an art-
work' if aesthetic appreciation is limited to the relation between an individual and an
object. For instance, institutionalism would hold that to grasp the artistic properties of
the enyi mask one must understand the Igbo artistic principle of design, the role of the
mask in the culture, and the meaning of the imagery and symbols that distinguishes it
f;'om other types of masks. "The central idea of institutionalism is that we canluot possi-
bly grasp the qriistic significance of an artwork without attending to such contextual
features as the artistic and cultural tradition of the object. For we need the conven-
tions of the art practice to recogniz;: what constitutes artistic qualities of excellence in
particular antworks, to distinguish between the inconsequential and the important art'is-

tic features, and to determine what is meant by the "unity of formal elements”.
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Because instiiutionnlism takes aesthetic appreciation to coine from an understand-
ing of contextual features, it insists that explanatory accounts of the phenomenon must
start with. the given institution or context to which the attwﬁrk belongs. By construing
a'c'sthetic appreciation as a response that comes from understanding the intended :s‘ignif-
icance of an artwork, institutionalism treats formal qualities as subsidiary to lhc(con-
text. On this view, aesthetic experience depends primarily on an understanding of
what counts as the formal qualities of an artwork, since it is only within the framework

of an art practice that aesthetic appreciation is possible.

The reason institutionalism takes informed understanding to be necessary to aesth-
etic experience is not simply because it enrich;:s aesthetic appreciation, but because it
conten&s that without the context in place we cannot grasp nor sce the artistic signifi-
cance of formal qualities. Its point is that divorced from the context in which they
derive their meaninghxlncss, formal qualitics loose their putative aesthetic significance
and become indistinguishable in character from the formal qualitics of non-artistic
functional objects. Thus, the basic idea of institutionalism is that we need the context
in place to distinguish the aesthetic character of our appreciation, and to have u satis-

~ fying aesthetic encounter with the object.

1

The ideéa that real aesthetic appreciation is impossible without the appropriate -

information locating the artwork within its art practice underpins the institutionalist
view that aesthetic experience is a social or contextual phenomenon. 'This construal of
" the art practice as defining artistic significance comes from seeing its role in marking
out the limits of the aesthetic field of relevance. Institutionalism takes context to be
primary, not just because an artwork becomes meaningful when viewed in relation to
its _s.urrounding cor-nextual features, but more because of th_e special theoretical con-

Al

cerns of institutionalists. Because the objective of institutionalism is to establish the
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rclc.vnnt ground on which aesthetic appreciation occurs rather than ..tq illuminate the
character of the experience, institutionalism limits attention to the relationship of the
object to its proper artistic tradition, and to what Bestows artistic status on artworks
like the enyi mask. As a result, the question of whether or not appreciation is mean-
ingful, or enriched, follows from rather than defines the limits of the in\'restigatibn.
Since the emphasis is on the context, institutionalism investigates artistic activities
and relationships in various systems of art practice. In.the process, advocates of the
position see that aesthetic appreciation is shaped and structured Uy clearly defined
theories, and by rules and regulations of art practice. On this view, aesthetic apprecia-
tion is a social phenomenon, if only because it is a learned response and follows con-

ventionally defined standards of meaningfulness.

With regard to the question of how we understand works of art, two institutionalist
approaches can be identifted. They are what I call the conventionalist account - as
represented by George Dickie — and the theoretical-hypothesis — defended most nota-
bly by Arthur Danto. The conventionalist account focuses on the role of the rules and
regulations of the art practice in bringing about aesthetic appreciation, while the
theoretical-hypothesis account stresses the role of relevant theories in explaining appre-
ciation of works of art. It is worth noting that because institutionalists are not engaged
in the examination of the notion of aesthetic appreciation, nothing much is written on
the subject. Thus, much of what is attributed to them must be gleaned either from

their critiques of the subjectivist position, or from the basic tenets of their postion.

Dickie explains the phenomena and activities in the artworld as governed by rules
or conventional norms of behaviour within the particular art system. For him, the art
institution consists of diverse systems (theatre, galleries) and sub-systems (dance,

drama, opera, and so on) that are performed in accordance with the constitutive rules
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of the system or sub-system. Dickie believes that people function in each environm;:nl
by having an understanding of the appropriate norms of behavibur and of the artistic
expé;:tations that govern in each setting. bn his view, we come to understand and see
the artistic significance of, say, the enyi mask first, by knowing that it is an artifact
that hr:ls been conferred with the candidacy of appreciation by a duly recognized agent
of the artworld; second by situating it in its artistic tradition; and third by applying the
rule of appreciation applicable to the convention in attending to it. Dickie takes it that

aesthetic appreciation is in the final analysis simply a matter of following these slcps.

~ Although Dickie does not examine or say why aesthetic appreciation should fol-
low, he seems to believe that it will because conventional rules of appreciation are
devised to regulate our aesthetic responses and actions. Thus a correct application of
them will engender aesthetic nppfecinlion'if only because these rules effectively define
the significance of the artwork in question. For example, one comes to an apprecia-
tion of enyi masks by folloWing the relevant rules for apprecialing such masks. In con-
struing-; rules and regﬁlations to be what brings about the aesthetic experience ol an art-
work, Dickie frees the notion of appreciation from a mentalistic frame of

understanding. Aesthetic appreciation becomes the institutional act or phenomenon

that occurs from understanding and following the formal rules of the convention or art-

world.11

While Dickie explains aesthetic appreciation by reference to rules, Danto explains.
it by reference to artistic théory'. His theoretical-hypothesis account highlights the role
of artistic theories in shaping aesthetic appreciation. Theories, for him, function in the
same way as the conventionalist's notion of rules except that for Danto, theories

-

"enfranchise” or transform an object into a work of art, whilst for Dickie that function

is performed by a recognized agent of the artworld.
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It must be pointed out that Danto's notion of "theory” is somewhat confusing as he
fails to indicate what exactly he means by it. Sometimes he talks about "theory” as if
he means ordinary artistic theories, while at other times he talks about it as if he
\intends it to stand for convention in the artworld. .Nevertheless, despite the unclarity
of his notion, he clearly takes aesthetic appreciation to be logically dependent-on artis-

tic theory, sometimes in the ordinary sense of a theory and sometimes in the sense of a

convention. 12

According to Danlo, aesthetic appreciation is shaped by the artworld. He con-
tends thal “theories furnish a whole new mode of looking at painting, old and new,
(and) it is in terms of (them) that we must understand (the) artworks around us.” In
fact, he believes it is lhcory‘that, tells us that an object is an artwork rather than a
functional object, and that without theory the necessary distinction between art and
non-art cannot be made.l3 From the high premium placed on the art-making property
of artistic theories, we see that Danto construes aesthetic appreciation as depending
on, or following from, theories. Theories not only control what we sée as art, they also

determine how we respond to them.

COMMON GROUND OF THE TWO VIEWS
;

Having presented the works of philosophers who employ ‘the subjectivist and the
institutionalist approaches in explaining h(_)w we api)recialc works of art, I now turn to
look at the shared features of the notion of aesthetic experience underpinning the views
of theorists of these philosophical postions. The basic ideas of ‘subjectivism or institu-
tionalism are not limited to the views of any one philosopher, nor are there any precise
formulations of them. For this reason, the specific theories of the earlier mentioned
philosophers are not being considered in detail, and I will refer to their work only for

the purposes of illustration.
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Common Ground of the Two Subjectivist's Approaches

The two subjectivist accounts — the psychologistic and the phenomenalist — overlap
in three main areas. The first relates to their notion of aesthetic experience, the sec-
ond to their construal of aesthetic data as devoid of social content, and the third to

their assumption that individuals operate with an internal criteria of understanding,.

The Notion of Aesthetic Experience

Three common features can be identified in the subjectivist's notion of aesthetic
experience: namely, the phenomenological character of the experience; its private and

privileged nature; and the transcultural quality of the mental phenomenon.

With regard to the phenomenological distinctness of aesthetic experience, subjecti-
vists share the view that there is a special event or feeling that underpins or accompa-
nies a person's aesthetic experience lof an artwork. This phenomenon, which is rather
mysterious, informs our understanding of what counts as aesthétic experience. In par-
ticular, subjectivists take phenomenological events to differ from such cxplcricnccs as

concentrating, attending with interest, or giving one’s undivided attention to an art-

work. They think of the relevant experience as some sort of a trance-like state during .

which the full significance of an artwork is revealed to the percipient. While acknowl-
edging that we can express our feelings of appreciation for an object, they insist that
there is no way that.another can know for sure what we truly and actually feel. For

them aesthetic experience is privileged.

1

The privileged nature of aesthetic experience comes from the fac_t_lhhg the cxperi-
ence takes place in the inner recesses of a person’s mind. The idea that aesthetic
experience is a personal experience. that is private to the individual is ong that is
shared by both accounts of subjectivism. Eeing an inner experience or an event in con-

L
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sciousness, aesthetic experience is hidden from view by the facade of the physical
body, and hence is totally inaccessible to others. Olliy the person involved can know
whc?hcr he or she appreciates; others can only infer of surmise it from his or her
actions and linguistic expressions. To see' that this privacy view underpins subjectiv-
ism, we need only consider the point of the attempt to solve the problem of how we
can possibly know that a person’s aesthetic claims are genuine. The attempt to provide
a means for distinguishing aesthetic from non-aesthetic experiences stems from the
idea that aesthetic experience is private, and hence from the idea that there has to be

a clearly defined criterion for its identification.
\

. ;
The third shared feature of the subjectivist notion of aesthetic experience is the
transcultural nature of the phenomenon. For subjectivists, the question of what counts
as aesthetic experience is a question of what property is common to all cases of appre-
ciation. Because they construe aesthetic experiences to be essentially the same, they
| search for basic unifying features that serve to characterize a mental event as aesthet-

ic. In doing this, they construe aesthetig experience as transcending the spatio-
R .

Y

~

temporal limits of its particular case and context of occurrence.
Aesthetic Data As Natural

In limiting aesthetic experience just to the artwork, both approaches take aesthetic
data Qr perceptual stimuli from an artwork as natural and as devoid of social content.
This idea about the socially neutral character of aesthetic data finds expression in the
view that formal and sensuous qualities alone can give the significance of the an art-
work. The ‘subjéctivist's attempt to divorce aesthetic experience from its contextual ini-
tiating conditions assumes that the artistic significance of an artwork is not informed by
contextual features. The fact that subjeciivisls treat contextual features as distracting
from the aesthetic point of view show them to believe that the artistic significance of an

~
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artwork can be grasped without an understanding of the principle of design, and the
meaning of the symbols and imagery represented in the wo:rk. The assumplioi\ that the
artistic significance of, say, the enyi mask is meaningful without 'thc relevant contextual
features that would otherwise have informed a viewer's understanding, is tantamount 1o
the assumption that acsthetic data figure as they really are. This de-contextualized ™

view of aesthetic expericnce portrays the artistic significance of an artwork as natural,

as something that stands "out there” to be privately apprehended by individuals.

Internal Criteria of Understanding

In presenting an account of aesthetic experience that divorces the artistic signili-
cance of.an object from its contextual features, both subjectivist approaches treat artis-
tic understanding as solely dependent on an individual's cognitive faculty. On this
view, aesthetic experience is achieved by means of an artistic standard which an indi-
vidual has somehow internalized. His or her understanding of the visual messages of
an artwork is taken to involve reference to this internal standard. Because both
approaches take artistic understa;xding to come by route of a mental event, they share
an introspective view of understanding. They treat understanding as an inward-looking
process in which the individual apprehends the content of an artwork by reference to
his or her mental history. The basic idea here is that we fix the significance of art-
works and understand the activities in the art practice by reference to the mind. In

other words, the art practice is organized and regulated in terms of what people want.

Common Grounds of the Two Institutionalist Approaches

As we shall see, the common grounds of the institutionalist approaches are the

mirror images of the common grounds for subjectivism. The threc areas of overlap
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E th'at what is artistically significant is determined: by referéncc to the special features of
the particular system or sub-system of the practice. For instance, institutionalists hold
that without a knowledge of the artistic ideals of the Izzi-Igbos, one would have no way
of evz\aluating the artistic strengths and weaknesses of the enyilmask since one is una-
ware of what to look for in making the necessary discriminations., They see the depen-
dency of what is aesthetically heaningful on the formal features of the context as
estpblishing that zesthetic data is not conventionally neutral. The institutionalist’s view
is}tlmt perceptual recognition of the formal qualities of an artwork is not possible with-
t cbnsideration of the relevant contextual features. The reason for this is that to dis-
criminate the artistic qualities of an object one has to have an understanding oflwhal
counts as art or an artwork, as well as know whether the object in question warrants
being construed as such. Arguin‘g that artistic attributions require an understanding of
both the object and its contextual feature, institutibnalists hold the view that aeslhet.ic.
data are inherently social at least in part. They believe that aesthetic data are shaped

by the specific social environment.
External Criteria of Understanding:

The outward looking pcrspcbtive of institutionalism shifts cognitive focus from an
investigation of the inner recesses of the mind, to an observation of the formal rules
regulating the activity in the artworld. The observer approach enables institutionalists
to sce the important features that enter into appreciation of artworks such as the enyi
mask. They contend that artworks become aesthetically meaningful when they are
viewed in relation to the larger surrounding of the Igbo masking tradition. And they
conclude that formal and sensuous qualities are better appreciated when the principle
of design and mode of representation are understood. The information yielded by this

perspective reveals to them the strong relationship that exists between the artwork and



its specific contextual trradition. As a consequence of their examinations, both 3
approaches define aesthetic experience in tenﬁs of an understahding of the relation of
: SR
the artwork to its contextual tradition. Since they see the interrelationship between the
_institution and'the artwork to Be what makes the object aesthetically meaningful, insti-
tutionalists hold that the framework for understanding is an external social one. Thus,
their grounding of aesthetic appreciation on the rules and theories of the art prﬁcticc,
rather than on intuitive insight, réﬂects the shared view that the external social regular-

ities fix the meaning and significance of phenomena in the mind.
Al

»

THE UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS

t

. Subjectivism and institutionalism differ in their conceptualization of what the prob-
lems of aesthetics are and what the possible solutions are. The differeénces of the two

theories derive from the kind of assumptions underlying their position.
Subjectivism -

Essences

The search for an essential property that is common to all instances of acsthetic
experience is th? major concern to subjccti\;ists. Motivated by the desire to provide an
accurate descriptioh of aesthetic experience that is valid for all times and all contexts,
subjectivists iso.lated a special phenomenological event. The idcntificalidn of this men-
tal phenomenon as the feature that defines aesthetic experience derives from Vlhc o
aséumption that there must be some elements that are cr;mmon or shared by all aesth-
etic exi:eriences. It is assumed that this feature must transcend social and contextual

influences if it is to be of value as a criterion for distinguishing an aesthetic from a non-

aesthetic experience. The subjectivist’s search for an essential item is not concerned
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with setting out the minimal conditions for identifying and characterizing aesthetic
objects, but with finding some definite feature that underlies and unites all instances of

the experience.
Individualism

Subjectivism construes introspectible happenings in the minds of people as the
proper subject of investigation for aesthetics. It is assumed that we cannot properly
claim to éxplnin aesthetic responses except in terms of people's conscious behaviour.
The nature of these responses are mental since the mind is the theatre where aesthetic

experiences occur. Consequently, aesthetic experience is treated as a mental phenom-

-
s R

enon that is generated by perceptual stimuli and that accompanies an iﬁdfvidug}'s
appreciation of artworks. The assumption that aesthetic appreciation of artworks
should be treated as the phenomenological occurrences or feelings that occured during
aesthetic perception has its basis in the individualistic supposition that aesthetic experi-
ence is mental. Since artistic activity is dependent on people, it is argued, a satisfacto-
ry explanation must be in terms of the psychological and perceptual dispositions of

- individuals.
Dichotomy between the Inner and the Outer:

The supposition that individuals have cognitive primacy in explanations of how we
understand works of art presupposes two things: firstly, the inner life of a person pro-
vides the arena for seeing the artistic pointi of works of art; and secondly, artworks
such as eﬁyi masks are properly appreciated in terms of personal inner experiences
and feelings. In particular, the arii;stié understanding is held to cofﬁ!é.'vby route of per-
sonal observation of one's inner mental.states, in a manner divorced and separated

from the contextual features associated with the outer public environment. This pic-
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ture presupposes a dichotomy between the inner/mental realm and the outer/

¢

conventional world, with aesthetic understanding being understood as occurring in an

inner world separate from the outer public world.
Institutionalism

Non-essences

The institutionalist construal of art as an essentially institutional activity and the
artistic significance of artworks as basically theoretical constructions, set out the mini-
mal conditions for deciding what cou;lits as an artwork. In no way is it concerned with
the search for some c.cimmpn essenti_al bropcrty or set of propertics. In fact, institu-
tionalists are of the view that the search for an e¢ssential item is misplaced since there
is no special intrinsic element that makes an object an artwork. Their position is that
thc‘status of an object as art is achieved either by having the stalus conferred on an
object by proper agents of the artworld, or by having the object transformed by means
of an applicable artistic theory. The institutionalist position, that a work ol art is an
artifact that has been singled out by conventional means f(;r public appreciation, is
based on the assumption that the artistic significance of an object derives from the tra-
dition and should not be confused with the nature of the objects in question. Institu-
tionalism'l'\nolds that since any object can be a work of art under the proper conditions
(as Duchamp's Fountain shows), there is no inherent property in the object 'that is
picked out by its artistic significance. Aesthetic appreciation comes rather from situat-

ing the artwork to its relevant artistic tradition.

" Holism

The stable conventional features of the artworld (such as the artistic theories, the

actions of agents, the rules and regulations of the different systems, and the tradition)
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are construed as the proper starting point for aesthetic understanding. Such a constru-

al derives not only from the idea that the artistic significance of an artworld is conven-

* -

tionally or publicly éleﬁncd, but also from the view that since the art practice is an
instimtionnlized,plractice, it must be understood in terms of its own constitutive rules
nnd'regulntions': This implies that the explanation of how we understand artworks,
what artists do, what the carvers of enyi mz.lsk; are striving after, what modes of
behaviour ar‘e_expectcd in each sub-system, must all be in terms of the general rules
defining the actions and activities of participants in the artworld. In short, a basic

assumption un'derpinning the institutionalist account is the holistic idea that formal

rules“and regularities, or the stable features of a practice, constitute the appropriate

framework for understanding a conventional response like aesthetic appreciation. -
Dichotomy between the Quter and the Inner

The institutionalist’s refusal to accord much importance to the phenomenologicals
goings-on in a viewer’'s mind derives from the belief that the artistlic significance of an
artwork is con\;cntionally assigned. This belief is underpinned by the assumption that a
contrast can be made between the mental and the social; and that only the activities in
the social are of relevance to understanding what counts as apprecial-ion. Institutional-
tsm accords cognitive primacy to "established ways of behaving” in the artworld and
seeks to cli_minate.introspectible events as what explains aesthetic appreciation.. Yet,

: ' 5 .
by assuming that only the social is of relevance to aesthetic understz_mding, institution-
alism uécepts the underlying dichotomy between the mental life and the social life. It
presqpposcs the same picture of an inncr/oﬁter contrast as subjectivism, except that it

differs from subjectivism by moving to the opposite pole.
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BASIC MOTIVATIONS FOR THE TWO CONTEMPORARY VIEWS:
THE PROBLEM OF JUSTIFICATION -

The character of the two philosophical theories, subjec‘t'ivism and instilulionﬁlism,
derive from certain problems to which the pliil;)sophers are responding. These prob-
lems provide both the motivation and rationale for the various moves thnt. are made.
In identifying what the problems are, I shall show how they arise for each theory, and

what sorts of problem they pose for subjectivism and institutionalism.

Subjectivism
Problem of Interpersonal Understanding

The subjectivist view of understanding presupposes that the artistic significance of

an artwork is to be explained by reference to a viewer's mental biography, and that
1

one learns from one’s own inner experiences what counts as aesthetic experience or

appreciation. The underlying inner/outer dichotomy presupposed by subjectivism ctre-

ates a break between the mental and the social spheres of a person’s life. On this

- -

view, we are privy just to our own mental states and have no direct access to that of
others. Since aesthetic appreciation is by route of in.ner expericnces, the main question
that arises for subjectivié;s is:j How does that ".vh.iéh applies to me apply also to others?
In particular, how do we know that others have similar exbcricnce; or that their inner
experiences correspond to ours, and how do we establish a co;nmon .uhdcrstanc_iing of
what counts as aesthetic experience from a multitude of private innér experiences?
The problem of -intersubjective validation raised by these questions.dcrives' from the
fact that if the inner mental realm is distinct and separate from the outer social realm,

and if our understanding of what counts as aesthetic experience is by reference to inner

mental occurrences, then we do not share a common notion of aesthelic experience:
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To dﬁunter this problem lhat comes from employmg an mncr. mentalistic frame-
work of undersfnndmg, sub]ectmsts appeal to the ldea that the psychologlcal lives of
mdmduals' are basically the same~and unaffected by external social influences. The

) . . _ .

O appeal to the sameness of psychological life rests in turn on the common nature of all

human beings, the idea being that at the basic level, the inner life of everyone is unaf-

fected by ex;'s:ing differences in the cultural environmerﬁ. The subjectivist’s view that

4

what holds for one's perceptual experiences holds for others, rests on the assumption
that our undc.rslanding'of wh‘at counts as ;\esthelic experience will be the same, for the
simple reason lhnt. éveryonc necessaﬁly cog}lizes by means of the same fundamental
mental calegories. So-when subjectivists explain aesthetic experienc'c by reference to
introspectible ev-cnts‘in the mind,_(that is, when they attempt to gr?und artistic signifi-
cance in the individual's mental biography), they assume that we share a common

4
understanding of what counts as aesthetic experience, and that everyone has similar

4,

inner experiences. ° v

Problem of Objectiviry

.
N -

In traditional aesthetics, the distinction between the creative and the logical lines
up with the distinction be;wcen the subjective and the objective. The creative process
and artistic activity which aesthetics deals with are construed as being the exclusive
provinces of the subjective, while logic and science are construed to be in the realm of
the objective. When objectivity is defined in terms of the rational and the cognitve,
subjectivity is by contrast: taken to define the irrational and the non-cognitive. Since
the contrast between thc_: objective and the subjective has historically been accepted as
correct, and since the subject-matter of aesthetics falls within the domain of the“"subjec-
tive, the following questions arise for subjectivists: How is the subjective-emotional to

be explained and rationally understood? In particulgr, how can our aesthetic state-



ments and judgements be given an objective and rationnlM&m a private

inner experience provide independent grounds for rational aesthetic discourse? And

how can the truth or falsity of aesthetic claims be determined?

Some of the moves made by subjectivists are a direct responsc to this call for
objectivity. Since ar‘l internal criterion of understanding undermines the possibility of
objectivity by destroying the necessary public grounds that is required for validation,
subjectivists. are forced either to accept the view of aesthetics as emotional and irra-
tional, or to devise ways to establish that aesthetic clmm:. and judgments are objective
and rational. The intuitionist moves employed by bUb]CLllV]blb to get out of their diffi-
culty lead them to contend that the lruth of what is asserted by aesthetic claims or

judgments can somchow be grasped, ulhu’ by further introspection of one’s mental

blOgraphy as Beardsley suggests, or intuitively without the process of ralluunullon us

Bullough would have us believe.

]

Problem of Universalism :

.»

s

Artistic activity is a practice in which individuals in a socio-cultural sctting engage.

Changes in styles and cultural differegces in artistic practice show that an artwork is -

.

somehow dependent on the artistic conditions that obtain in specific cultural environ- .

®

ments. In making universal claims about the aesthetic appeal of 'works of art, subjecti-
vists e‘ncountcr the .problem of how an artwork that is specific to a particular culture or
context can have transcultural appeal. The problem concerns the relationship of the
particular to the universal. It raises the question of how an artistic property pf artwork

that is specific to a definite cultural environment can be universal.

Subjectivists deal with this problem by distilling out the contextual features of the

artwork in perceptual stimuli so that aesthetic experience becomes the natural response

ol )
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of individuals when the culturally unique features that give it its specificity are
removed. Further, a set of artistic qualities is extracted and defined as essential and
hence universal. The message weg are meant to receive is that this set of fixed qualities
_are not peculiar to this or that particular artwork but are present in all works of art in
.somc varying degreé or other. Subjectivism holds that we get at these features by keen
insight, that we pierce through the superficial layers of social, stylistic, and -periodic
pcculiaritics to get at these more basic shared features. Thus, at this level, works of

arl have universal appeal and anyone can appreciate them.
Institutionalism

The following problems are the mirror images of the problems for subjectivism.
‘Like their couhterparls, they provide the rationale for some of the moves made by
Al - .

institutionalists,

Problem of Intra-Personal Understanding

J

The observationist view of understanding cxplains the artistic significance of an
artwork in terms of the cultural and contextual features of an artwork. It holds that
7 acsthetic appreciation comes [rom following .the relevant rules and theories. Bﬁt
underlying institutionalism is the assumption that the inner/mental is distinct and sepa-
rate from the outer/social. Giving cognitive primacy to the outer/social life, we refash-
ion the relationship between the inner/mental life and the outer social life so that the
mental is underemphasized while ih;: art practfce or rules acquires explanatory domi-
nance. Since the. m'ental is left out of the picture, institutionalism needs to come to
terms with how indi\(iduals. with underdeveloped artistic interest, motives, and prefer-
ences are capable of the sophisticated response ‘required in understanding and follow-

[}

ing the rules of the art practice.
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The problem of intra-personal understanding concerns the role of individuals' per-
sonal p;references, artistic interests, motives, and other attitudinal states in apprecia-
tion. What needs to be determined is not ow indivduals apply and follow the conven-
tional rules and theories of nppreciat{on, but why they do so. To settle this problem
which derives from employing a social framework of understanding, institutionalists
construe rulcs,ﬁs some inexplicable force that propel people to appreciation. Preoceu-
pied with the problerﬁ of mentalism, they depict rules and theories as generating appre-

ci%’on‘by causing people to adhere to their internal logic regardless of artistic interest,

preferences, and motives.

r

Problem of Subjectivity”

As has already been mentioned, aesthetics has for long been defined as having to
do with matters that are in ttlle realm of individuals’ subjective states, People value
and rcspond to artworks in terms of what they feel or like about the work, the process
by which their decisions are made has nolhmg to do with clearly defined objective stan-
dards of evaluation. The central questions which this subjective approach to aesthetics
raise are: How can the subject;matter of attitudes or. feelings of persons escape sulecc- :
tivity? And how can the subjective element of art be accommodated within the institu-

tionalist's framework?

To solﬁe this problem, institutionalists reinterpret subjective states like interests so
that the).r become "objective" institutional acts or phenomena. This objectification of
‘the subj?ctive element on which mentalism ihrives institutionalizes it by having it built
into the artworld An object acquires the status of art not necessarily bccausc it merits
it or because it exhibits features of formal excellence, but because it has bct.n con-
ferred with that status in accordance with the correct procedure. This decoupling of

art from the emononal prowdes mst:tutnonahsts with a basis to construe aesthetic

judgements as non-arbitrary, objective and cognitive.
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Problem of Relativism

Throughout the history of philosophy, the ideas that artistic activity is necessarily
universal and that works of art have universal appeal have largely remaiﬁed unchal-
lenged. The underlying idea is that cultural differences in theme and subject-matter do
not affect the universal nature of such works. " For instance, it is suggested that
Duchamp'’s Nude Descending the Staircase, the Ogbodo Enyi mask or Van Gogh's Iris-
es have universally shared qualities. Because institutionalists contend that conléxlual
[;:alurcs inform and sﬁapc the artistic significance of works of art, .t‘he question they

Ay
face is: How do we reconcile the contextual nature of an artwork with the idea of art

as universal? The problem arises with the construal of art as essentially institutional if

v
[N

only because the grounding of artistic activity on conventions makes institutionalism
read like relativism. For if‘ art is basically institutional, institutions r_cﬂect soi:ie;ul val- -
ues, and societal values are relative to culturcs_, whz}t counts as a work of art cannot
but be relative to cultures. This would imply that what is artistically goc).d- oF aeé;lhcti-

cally appealing in one culture would not necessarily be acceptable in another.

.

To counter the relativistic strains of the thesis, institutionalists contend that despite

their differences, the formal structures of each culture’s practice are shared.
) f

.

Conclusion

Two different pictures of appreciation resplt from the competing subjectivist and
institutionalist accounts of how we appreciate works of art. On the subjectivist
dccount, acstheti(_? appreciation is an inner private experience, while on the institution-
alist account, it is outer public experience. The competing nature of the two approach-

es come about as a result of the kind of underlying objectives of each position. Since
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* the objective of institutionalism is to determine the relévant grounds on which works of

art are aesthetically meaningful, it focuses on the relation of the artwork to art prac-

tice. Building on this insight, institutionalists play up the irsfitutional nature of art-
works and defines aesthetic experience in terms of it. The objective of subjectivism,
‘on the other hand, is to isolate the character of aesthetic experience. So proponents of
this view minimize the importance of the art practice and highlight the pﬁ’enomcnologi-
cal features of aestheti.c experience, th'xt is important to. subjectivism is the relation

of the phenomenal qualities of a work of art to the psychological state of appreciation,

not the cultural ‘context in which it is situated.



ISO EKPO
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The fso ekpo or the ekpo mask is a wooden face mask of the powerful secret soci-
ety known as the Ekpo. This exclusively male cult for the veneration of ancestors exer-
cises immense political influence among,the Ibibios of southeastern Nigeria. Political
power is wi_cl_ded by the use of masquerades which are seen as invoking ancestral spir-
its. The mask itself has no “power”, but manifests it through the masquerader who,

after invocatory rites, becomes a medium for an incarnate spirit.

There is great diversity inrshapes, sizes, and expressiveness of ekpo masks.
Despife the variety, two different types are recognizable: a fierce grotesque type and

an artistically sensitive one. The fierce gruesome masks are used in acts of social and
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political control, while the aesthetically pleasing masks are used on festive occasions.
The fearsome expressions of the poiitical mask; nrc;. achieved by means of gross facial
distortions such as exaggerated eyeholes, leering mouths, depressions on the cheeks, or
othc‘r protrusions. The pleasant features of the masks used for fesiive occasions come
from the great attention carvers devote to the symmetrical balance of the facial fea-
tures of the masks. The overall design pattern of ekpo masks is basically geometric
with an interesting juxtaposting of planes and rounded and angular surfaces, Physical
tension is created by two competing styles — naturalism .and nbslrnctiot;ism. The cre-
ative way in which both are blended in human and animal forms gives the mask o
strong presence. The dramatic effect of ekpo masks is heightened by the the colour

and texture of the masquerader’s garb and the appendages used to embellish the fig-

ure’s appearance. Black, which is believed to be the original colour at creation, is the

dominant colour of ekpo masks. :
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\ CHAPTER TWO

EVALUATION OF THE TWO THEORIES

\

In seeking to increase our understanding of how we appreciate works of art, sub-
jectivism defends the view that aesthetic understanding depends on a direct and per-
sonal cxperience of an artwork. On this view, aesthetic experience is essentially pri-
vale and the [ramework for understanding artworks is an inner/mentalistic one. By
com-rasl, institutionalism contends that our framework for understanding is an oute'r/
public one, and that one’s understanding of the putative aesthetic properties of an art-

-~ work requires & knowledge of thé artistic tradition to which the object belongs.
According to this theory, aesthetic ex‘perience is an institutional phenomenon that is
brought about by following the rules and regulations of the artworld. The purpose of

“this chapter is to assess the adequacy of these two theories vis-a-vis their account of

how we understand works of art.

The chapter is divided into four main [;arts. In the first imrt, I examine the main,
strengths of .subjectivism, while in the second part, I do the same for institutionalism.
In the third part, [ discuss some Vcruc‘ial weaknesses of certain key ideas of subjectiv-
ism; and in the last section, I bring out some equally important shortcomings of institu-

tionalism.

A

The Strengths of Subjectivism

Three important features are normally identified as being the main strengths of.a

subjectivist account. Thesg are: the humanistic nature of the account; its incisive

P E -
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description of the actual processes and character of aesthetic experience; and the suc-

cess of the theory in bypassing the constraining effects of relativism.
3

A Humanist Account

Subjectivism can plausibly be called a humanist account of aesthetics. It treats
people as central te its explanation of how we understand works of art. The focus is
on peo_ple because aesthetic appreciation 'is properly construed to be w}@l people do,
- _and artistic understanding as something that is applicable to human beings alone. Con-
sequently, subjectivism gives cognitiire prominence to artistic interests, motives and the

~

attitudinal states of people. In doing so;"it portrays and gives a strong account of indi-
viduals' expectations and objective in appreciating an artwork. For instance, the theo-
ry correctly recognises thal artistic taste and preferences are at play in what pul;plc
understand and choose to appre.ciatc as works of art. In particular, people do not
merely value a work like Duchamp's Fountain, Warhol's Brillo Boxes, or Oldenburg's '
Invisible Sculpture simply because it‘is publicly acclaimed to be art by artists, art criti-
cs,' museum officials and other agents of the artworld. If what is presented as art is
not to their liking, they fail to appreciate it évcn if they adopl the recommended per-
sﬁéctive in viewing it. Thus by showing that aesthetic appreciation is impossible if peo-
ple’s interest is not engaged, subjectivism draws attention to the role and primacy of

human interests and aims in setting the agenda 6T aesthetic expericence.

In addition to highlighting the roles of personal interest and taste in" aesthetic
appreciation, subjectivism also gives a good account of the kind of concerns that are of
interest to participaﬁfs--in the art practice. Since participants have a ‘pri_gr knowl:dgc
of the rules and regulations_ of the art practice, their informed understanding creates a |

need for a greater understanding of the relationship between the art object and the

viewer. On the one hand, they seek answers to such technical questions as: How do



Ibibio carvers obtain the lustrous finish? What visual effect_ does the mask p
Do the cx.aggerated eye holes skew the symmetry of the mask? On the other hand,
they want to kknowdhow the formal qualities of artworks evoke artistic interest, what
softs of reactions to expect, and what distinguishes aesthetic from non-aesthetic experi-
ence. In focusing on participants’ concerns, subjectivism accords a higher epistemic
position to individuals over the art institution, and rightly locates the rationale of artis-

tic activity where it belongs.

The strength of the humanist approach is that it shows the production of artworks
to be tied to individuals’ interest in artistic qualitiy. The int.créét people-evince for for-
mal cxce‘llencc defines the objectives of the art practice. By drawing attention to the
interrelationship between interest in artistic issues and the conventions within an art
practice, subjectivism establishes that formal qualities are needed to Set the agenda for

aesthetic appreciation and to fix the experience within an aesthetic framework. 1
The Internal Character of Aesthetic Experience

In providing a detailed psychological explanation of the inner mechanisms and
processes of aesthetic appreciation, sﬁbjectivism goes much further than any account in
enriching our understanding of aesthetic ekpericncc. Because the account is based on
the relationship between the artwork z:indl the happenings in the inner mental life of the
viewer, subjectivism presupposes a first person perspective and the introspective meth-
od of analysis regarding what goes on in the spectator’s mind while he or she is attend-
ing to or appreciating an artwork. This perspective illuminates the intermediary stages
involved in the act of apprehending, cognizing and interpreting along with the character
of phenomenological responses that are evoked by the formal qualities of artworks. ™
The resultant subjectivist characterization of the inner mechanisms of aesthetic experi-
ence tells us how aesthetic experience is generated, and informs us of the type of fea-
tures that characterize aesthetic responses.
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Because_ subjectivism deals with the 'ﬁ‘;rceptual aspect of aesthetic experience,
appreciation is construed as a mental event, an inner experience that results from-a
vigwer's_ sensitﬁvity to aesthéti_c stimuli from the ;axternal environment. . Beardsley
informs us that.this phenomeﬁblc;gical response or feeling is chamcierized lyy the quali-
ties of intensity, symmetry, unity and coherence. This feeling, we are told, accompa-

nies or underpins aesthetic experience, and informs our understanding of what counts

as aesthetic appreciation. A spectator must have this feeling to aesthetically appreci-

ate, say, the ekpo mask..

Moreover, the subjectivist's explanation provides us witlt the opportunity to see

what features are and what features are not relevant in aesthetic.experience, what fea-

- tures mark and characterize aesthetic experience and what attitude to adopt to attain

.

maximum aesthetic response. We are able to inwardly check the character of pheno-
menological responses and to eliminate such features that do not enhance aesthetic
appreciation. Indeed, since the introspective method is appropriate given the concerns

-

of subjectivism, we get a well-articulated view of what to expect during aesthetic

+ experience, and we are able to prepare ourselves better for it.

Overcoming Relativism: —_—

Aware of thé autobiographical nature of claims to aesthetic appreciation, subjecti-
vists start out with the co-ordinate objective of overcoming the constraining cffects of
relativism. Proponents of the theory want to distance themselves from the idea that
people’s aesthetic experiences, or their artistic tastes are relative to their cultures. By

making a distinction between artistic and non-artistic objects in terms of some common

- .

property shared by all artworks irrespective of cultural differences, they are able to
' 9
bypass the relativist suggestion that aesthetic appreciation is limited to the art practice

to which the artwork belongs, and that a person’s aesthetic experience of an artwork is
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. constrained by the special features of his or her own culture. Subjectivism takes it that
the existence of universally shared features means that aesthetic appreciation need not

be relative. The following is the basic substance of the argument.

Subjcc':t'ivism makes g claim for aesthetic unity between peoples of differing cultur- |
al settings ‘by highlighting just those formal features that are universal in the artistic
works of cach cﬁlture. These univcrsal' formal and sensuous qualities of style, form;
symmetry and design are construed as properties that are common to all aesthetic
. objects regardléss of their differences. By maintaining that this basic set of formal and
_sensuous qualities cuts across stylistic and cultural differences, subjectivists suggest that

the diversity between artistic styles, practices and “ariworks, and the differences in

nature of the artistic practices of other cultures are superficial. Thus {or instance, the

differences between an ekpo mask, Henry Moore's Obelisk, and Duchamp's Fountain

are held to exist only at the surface level.

Because the formal and sensuous qualities apply univerr:ally, that is, cross-
" culturally, subjectivism insists that artistic p‘racticés are l;ot relali've to, or causally
© dependent on any given éu;lme‘, style or period. This implies that an artwork can“be
appreciated independently .o‘f the specific features of its artistic practice. An ekpo
mask may. be appreciated from a s.tandpoint other than that of its artistic tradition.
The undcrlying idea here is that since the formal elements of artworks are universally
shared, then one cannot ;.Jlausil;ly contend that the appeal of an artwork is relative to a

Y
culture, or that it must be appreciated only from the standpoint of its cultural and con-

textual tradition.
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The Stfengths of Institutionalism

There are also three widely recognized strengths of institutionalism: its contextual-

ist. account of aesthetic experience; the external or’social character of understandihg;

and its success in bypassing an absolutist account of aesthetics. '

A Contextualist Account:
4

Iustnutlonalﬂi is a contextualist account of aesthetics. The theory rcw;,mu.s the
diversity in artistic forms, styles and modes of representation that Llel among different
cultures, since it.recognizes the importance of the immediate context or practice to

9
which the artwork b.elongs. Because it recognizes the role of contextual and cultyral
issues in appreciation, i;lslitutionalism'is able tor nccot;nt for such things as the colour

of ekpo masks, and why certain ekpo masks are ugly. It favours an approach to appre-

ciation that will enable the viewer to see the intended artistic significance of the art-

work. Dickie makes this point — albeyjin a polemical way. [le draws attention to-

Duchamp'’s Fountain and points out that we shall not be able to understand the pres-

ence of a urinal in the artworld unless we appreciate the speciai historical and cultural
»
]

circumstances surrounding the bestowal of art status 'on a urinal. By highlighting the

enriched aesthetic appreciation that comes from knowing the artistic scheme to which -

ST,

the artwork belongs,-institutionalism calls attention to the role of contextual features in

- ,@c appreciation.
R\

»

& \ o . . :
No doubt the contextual perspective gives an especially rich account of art ‘appre-

ciation because it recognition of the interrelationship between an artwork and its con-

textual background. It recognizes that aesthetic appreciation is difficult when one is

ignorant of the relevant cultural ideas. For instance, lacking an understanding of the

" Ibibio art practice, one cannot see the artistic_ point of the gruesome ekpo mask, nor




understah] what to look for iﬁ appraising its artistic merit. But when one learns about
the c;;ltqral ide;ls that call for ugly fierce looking masks and understands the mode of
rcprcscn.tation typical of the ekpo’ mas;king tradition, one can see the point of the exag-
: gerat;:d facial distortions of some ékpo masks. Drawing insight from a person’s inabili-
ty to hpp_recinle artworks they are unfamiliar with, 'ins__t'itu-tionalists hold that the view-
er's difficulty highlights the interrelationship of the objeét to its artistic tradition. The
fact that aesthetic awareness comes only after an ﬁnderstanding of the specific mode of
rcbrcscntali’on means that the artisti: significa'nc.e of the mask is dependent on its c;m-

textual tradition. Thus the strength of institutionalism is that it calls attention to the

intechnncctedness of an artwork to its artistic tradition.2

The Public Character of Aesthetic Experience:

Concerned about the use to which subjectivists put such notions as "artistio: merit”
or "arlistic excellence”,. institutionalism adopts the lhird-.person perspective or the
observer approach. to determine the relevant ground for artistic understanding. What
is observed from this perspective is the role of contextual features in fixing the cpnte'nt
of formal qualities and in defining what constitutes- artistic merit. For example, the
seemingly rinscrutable ekpo mask becomes meaningful when its, principlg' of ‘design and
style are understood. Because aesthetic comprehension depends on an understanding
of the relevant artistic convention, institutionalists contend that our framework for

understanding artworks is a public social one.

4
We should remember that institutionalism is not overly concerned with the ques-

‘tion of what is the nature of aesthetic experfence since it is concerned to eliminate
ideas that may give rise to mentalistic difficulties. Nonetheless, the céentral claims of
the theory about the interrelationship of the artwork to its context, and about how we

appreciate works of art have important implications for an institutionalist view of

aesthetic experience. _ ‘
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The institutiomét definition of the artworld "as an established way of doing and

!

behaving” places great emphasis on conventional behaviour and 'responses.3 This

emphasis on conventional norms of behaviour in relating to an artwork highlights how

“aesthetic responses are socially regulated to conform to the behavioural requirements

of different systéms in the artworld. On this \;iew, what counts as aesthetic apprecia-
tion is the socialized response.that't‘ollows when a peron abides bS( the conveﬁtionnl
behﬁvio_ur of attending with interest u; the artwoi-k. In calling ultenlior; to the soxl:inliz-
ing process by which aesthetic response is institutionalized, institutionalism reveals that
aesthetic experience and appreciaiiéri of ‘artworks are learned behavioural responses.

The strength of the theory is that it reveals the social or public character of aesthetic

appreciation.

Bypassing Universals and Absolutes:

“The starting point of institutionalism is the artistic tradition and convcn—liunnl prac-
tices of a given artwork. The theory aims to give a snl.isfuctory cxplulnalion of works
of art that does not sacrifice meaningfulness for sharcdness. Institutionalism achieves
meaningfulness by r.clating an artwork to its sub-system in the artworld, and by louuiing
that sub-system with respect to the larger artistic practice of the culture. For instance,

.

an ekpo mask would first be situated within the Ibibio masking tradition, and then with-

-

in the general Ibibio art practice. The resulting explanation gives a satislying account

as it says something significant about the place of the artwork in the relevant artistic.

tradition. From the institutionalist’s perspective, glossing over these dif[c\:runccs is mis-
guided if only because it fails to recognize the cultural diversity in forms of art. The

strength of institutionalism is that it grasps the salient fact that artistic differences can-

not be ignored if the artwork is to be understood.
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WEAKNESSES OF SUBJECTIVISM

Closély allied to the strengths of subjectivism are two key ideas that undermine the
satisfactoriness of the theory. The first is the idea of a phenomenologically distinct
experience, and the second is thé de-contextualized accourt of aesthetic experience.
These tﬁo problems have their roots in the subjectivist conception of a mental event as

oA

what explains our appreciation of an artwork.

The Idea of Phenomenologically Distinct Experience

The idea that aesthetic experience is limited to the relationship between the indi-
'vidual and the artwork raises three kinds of probleﬁs.. The first concerns the notion of
asocial aesthetic experience required by the view, the second is the mechanical process
of experience that it presupposes, and the third is the implicit circulari@ in the idea of

an internal psychological criteria of understanding.
Asocial Experience

Subjectivists’ désc':riplions of aesthetic experience as a distinctive type of experi-
ence presuppose a picture of a mental event that is logically distinct from other types
dflcxpcricnces, and from both the physical object that is artwork and the object’s con-
textual ﬂtradition. Consider Beardsley’s definition of an aesthetic experiex;c'e. He'
describes it as the experience a person has "duriné a particﬁlar stretch éf time if and
only if the greater part of his (or her) mental activity ciuring that time is unified and
made pleasurable i)y being tied to the form and qualities of a sensuously presented or
imaginatively intended object on which his (or her) p‘rimary attention fs concentrated”.4
Beardsley's definition limits itself to internal 't:hafacter of the phenomenal object in the
mind. It says no}hing about the physical object on which ttentio.n is cbncentrayed, nor
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about the viewer who is appraising the work. 'T‘his deﬁnition poffrnyg aesthetic experi-
ence as a sensation like toothache that is definite, temporally localizable and isolata-
ble, and th;\t one is aware of regardless of the special features of one's social environ-
ment. Just as ope’s. culture is irrelevant to the character of lhc‘; pain we feel from the
toothache, in the same way the subjectivist's conception of aesthetic experience treats

1 -

‘the cultﬁral features of both the artwork and the viewer as irrelevant to aesthetic

experience.

: , A
This notionvof aesthetic experience as divorced from - albeit causally connected to

— the art object, characterizes aesthetic experience as a natural response of individuals
to the putative aestheti;: properties of an.artwork. On this view, aesthetic experience
no longer requires an understanding of such contextual features as the artwork’s artistic
tradition, style, period, and the intention of the artist. The stage-setting activities that
a viewer requires to see the point of an artwork are not mcn.'liom:d at all: all a viewer

needs to appreciate an artwork is to fix his or her attention on the object. But as a

number of critics have pointed out, it is far from clear that people can grasp the artis-

tic significapce of an artwork simply by perceptual acquaimam:e,.5 In other words, in
relevance of contextual features, subjectivists end up with an untenable

notion of etic experience that is independent of social and cultural influences.

But dven if we agree to'the general idea.of an aesthetic experience, that does not

imply the existence of a unique and distinct phenomenological experience. Dickie and
‘

Tilghman convincingly argue against the idea that there is a special 'kind(‘t“:f experience

that is peculiarly aesthetic.” For his part, Dickie shows thnt"thc subjectivist’s use of the

notion does not diff;zr from the quite ordinary mental state of attending to or concen-

trating on something. He argues that concentrating on an art object is no different

from the other states of concentration and certainly does not involve the use of a spe-

. iy
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cial kind of attention over and above the ordiuéry mode of concentration. According

to him, it is both unnecessary and misleading for subjectivists to multiply mental pro-

- .

cesses since this merely mystifies rather than explains aesthetic experien:ce.r’ On the,
other hand, Tilghman directs his attack at the idea that phcnomen.al objects possess

the qualities of unity, coherence ahd completeness, which'kubjectivists like Beardsley .
tnkt; to characterize aesthetic experience. He contends that these qualities are in fact

propertiés of the external environment and.not of the phenoménal world as subjecti-
vists suppose. The view is that phenomenal qualities cannot. instantiate such properties
indcpendently of the external world because they are perccptuzﬂ objects. For Tilgh-
man, the fact that the perceived qualities of unity, coherence and symmetry are parasi-
tic on the physical propcr?ies of an artwork shows them to be features of the artwork in
qucstio.n.-" In which case, acsthetic experience is td be explained by reference to the
external contextual features, the same features subjectivists say are irrelevant to aesth-

¢tic appreciation.

v

The Mental Mechanism:

Subjectivism turns to such factors as perceptual stimuli, attitudes and various psy-
chological reactions such as prehension, distance and felt-freedom to account for our

understanding and appreciation of the putative aesthetic properties of artworks. The

view here is that if we attend with interest to the formal and sensuous qualities of an-

artwork we should have an aésthetic experience of it. Appreciation is taken to be a
mental process, a kind of mental mechanism that is activated once a viewer attends

with interest to an artwork.

The mental machinery is highly sophisticated and is revealed only when the inter-
mediate gaps in subjectivists’ analysis are filled in. Consider the fuller mechanical pic-

ture. Stimuli from the artwork in the external world approaches the mind via the per-

o /
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ceptual organs and activate the neural receptors. Certain impﬁlses are initiated in the
" neural systems and imﬁinge upon the brain. The brain refers.the impulses to the mind
which then sorts through its data bank or storehouse of knowlédge\fof the meaning of
the signal. The mind decodes the signal and makes the correct match between mean-
ing and impulse. Only then does the mind infuse the ingdividual's consciousness with

the interpretation of the perceptual stimuli. The infusion results in an experience that

is both pleasurable and united, coherent and complete.

T

The construal of experience as a mechanical process is implicit in the scientific
explanation of aesthetic experience that subjectivism presupposes. The whole process
of aesthetic experience occurs swiftly in a causal push-puil manner, the causal nature
of the process fixing the content of the artwork and the mind discerning or picking it

out. The retrieval and intrepreting processes are so contrived that no margin ot error

is permitted.

The underlying assumption that funds this view is the.idea that the mind is en rap-
port with the external stimuli and so can never get them wrong. The picture of aesthet-
ic experience that emerges is of an inexplicable phenomenon that happens under
appropriate conditions. We cannot explaih why people see the point of one artwork

but not that of another, nor why they see the artistic significance of an artwork but are

not pleasantly disposed towards it.
Circularity in the Psychological View of Undersmnding

Subjectivism contends that the perceptual stimuli, the viewer’s psychological state
and attitude are able to account for our understanding of works of art. The idea of a
mental event %fv a criterion of identification raises the problem of how a psychological

criterion could possibly provide the basis for determining what counts as aesthetic



experience, and how aesthetic claims and judgment can possiblj be justified. As
Douglas Dempster argues, the difficulty does not lie as much in the inaccessibility of
mental states as in the privileged relation that an internal criterion of understanding
confers on the individual having the cxp;:rienées. The knower-object relation defined
by an internal criterion undermines the possibility of learning what counts as aesthetic
appreciation as we would never be in a position to know what others aesthetic experi-

ences are like.8

For example, if one learns what counts as aesthetic experienccr by reference to our
psychological experiences, one needs to know what counts as aesthetic experience in
other to distinguish bctwee}l aesthetic and non-aesthetic experiences. Here lies the
in‘hcrent circularity: since one needs to know what aesthetic experience is like in order
to identify the experiences, and since one cannot make the discriminations unless one
knows what the experience is like, then one cannot possibly learn what aesthetic
experience is like. However, since subjectivists assume that we can learn what counts
as aesthetic experience, then either we already know what aesthetic experience is, or
sabjectivists are‘r‘ncrely presupposing that we know. Either suggestion is circular as it

presupposes what subjectivism claims to substantiate.

The problem with an internal® criterion of understandiﬁg is that we need a prior
knowledge of what to look for in order 1o understand what counts as aesthetic experi-
ence. A psychological criterion of understanding makes knowledge of wha—t counts as
aesthetic experience as a precondition for its knowledge. The weakness in subjectivism
is that it compounds the problem by illegitimately presupposing an undc;rstanding of

what counts as aesthetic experience to get discussions going.

-
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De-Contextualization and Free Floating Natural Worlds

The view that aesthetic experience is central to our understnnding of the artistic
significance of -artworks ignores the conventional character of artistic practice. The
idea that the context can be ignored in explaining what aesthetic experience is distorts
what we eventually come to consider as aesthetic appreciation. There are two central
difficuities that vitiate theoretical ac,co.unts of aesthetic experience that fail to take cog-
nizance of the intercannectedness between artwork and the art practice. One is the
intuitionistic assumptions theorists make to bypass the internal inconsistencies of their
theories; and the other’is the naturalistic picture of aesthetic experience that underpins

subjectivism. The theoretical adequacy of their account is further weakened by fact

~ that the two difficulties are in strong opposition.
Intuitionistic Leaps:

Subjectivism limits attention to the rcfalion between the viewer and lhc.nrlwurk
and ignores the surrounding conlkex'tual features. No mention is made about the place
of stage-setting activities in learning to understand or see the aesthetic features ol an
a;twork. ”R?thé’r the theory treats the artwork as "given”, and nothing about its conlext
is thought ;)f as relevant. This approach of limiting epistemic focus to just the relation
between an individual and an artwork divorces the work from its natural artistic prac-
tice from v;hich it derives its meaningfulness. Stribpcd of its coﬁtextual significance,
subjectivism takes the artistic significance of, say, the ekpo mask as something intro-
spectible and directly apprefrensible to the viewer. Tiw suppqsilion that we can see the

artistic significance of the mask by direct experience treats the artistic significance of

the mask as standing "out there”.
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In assumigg that we intuitively grasp the artistic point of an artwdrk independently
of its contextual features, subjectivism suggests we have intuitive understanding of the
artistic ideas that the artwork represents. The first difficulty with this intuitionistic
view concerns how we understand the significance of the aesthetic data without refer--
ence to the contextual tradition of the artwork: If the relevant context and practice
that fix the content of the artwork are eliminated from ~t'he. explanatory account, how
do we ensure that what we intuit is the artistic significance of the ekpo mask? We need
to remember that we do not have a description of what it is we must apprehend to
ensure that what we intuitively grasp correlatés to the ekpo rather than to the enyi
mask or some other object. The problem with tl.1is view is that, lacking a context to fix
the meaning of an artwork like the ekpo mask, anything the individual claims as the
artistic significance of the object is not even subject to rational discourse or justifica-

. 4
llOﬂ.)

The second difficulty of the intuitionistic moves concerns the underlying pictuie of
individuals as omniscient. To assume that people learn about the world and about
" aesthetic objects thréugh cxamining the character of ideas in their minds is to picture
them as fully rational solitary thinkers. As introspective beings, they do not require
the stable features of ;ocia‘l practice t-c-)-z;Bpreciate and understand works of art. So the
rules and conventions of the art institution are irrelevant to understanding. But numer-
ous examples could be cited to show that indi;viduals are not rational in the required
sense. Consider the case of Westerners who are undersfandably Bewildered by the
artistic mode of representation of a traditional African artform. Viewers want to know
"the contextual features that institutionalists claim to be central but which subjectivists
" claim to be irrelevant. If the underlying assumption about the ratjonal facuity of indi-
viduals is correct, these Western vie;wers should have no difficulty with seeing the artis-

,tic significance of ekpo masks.

P
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Naturalistic Slides:

By focusing exclusivelj on the inner mechanism of aesthetic experience, subjectiv-
ism accords the same status to all perceptual stimuli deriving from the external world.
These data are construed as designating .some object, qualities or sél of qualities that
are situated in the external environment. The formal and sensuous qualities of an art-
work are taken as as inhering in an object "out there". We aiso think of such objects as
natural in the sense that the artwork is a pfoperty of a mind-independent reality, and
to construe aesthetic dﬁta.,as natural in that they arc part of the nature of the world
rather than social constructions. That we pé}éeive an object as a work of art is, on
this view, dependent primarily on such things as the possession of perceptuel facultics
and good perceptual conditions rather than on special fcul;lres of‘ the cultural environ-

ment.

When subjectivism conceives aesthetic data as analogous with natural objects, the
artistic significaﬁce of an artwork is portrayed as independent of its cultural artistic
tradition. Just as the m_ea.nih'g of natural objects like stone, trees, and so on remain
the same through time, the meaning of the artwbrk is thought to be basically constam
as well. This means that the artistic significance of the enyi mask is treated as endur-

.

ing through time regardless of changes in the cultural environment. On this concep-
z

tion, artistic significance of artworks is much like the meaning of natural objects. They

are "out there” in the world and are accessible to anyone in full possession of their fac-

ulties and in good perceptual conditions.

It is also worth noting that this naturalistic view of aesthetic data conflicts sharply
with the intuitionistic assumption that the artistic significance of an artwork can be
directly apprehended. The internal inconsistencies created by the conflict provide fer-

tile grounds for theoretical problems.
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The central problem of the naturalistic assumption, however, is not that it fails to
acknowledge the social natu;é of aesthetic data but that it illicitly exploits our everyday
world. Subjectivism takes explanatory materials from our everyday reality and ele- .
vates therr; to epistemic impgftance, and then deceptively reads out from this inverted
picture as if from a natural world. The error in the s&bjectivist’s picture is that it fails
to see that, unlike natural objects, artworks require a social context to derive its signif-

icance.

To see that the naturalistic picture of the world that generates this t:oundationalist
problem is false, suppose we switch the environment while the mental life of the indi-
vidual is left the same. A first-time viewer responds with bewilderment at the prepon-
"derance of ugly ekpo masks. But subsequently, the same ugly mask evokes different
responses, an indication that the meaning of the same object varies in different contex-
tual situations. An artwork is unlike natural objects in that its significance is not %

intrinsic property of the art object, but depends on the special features of its context.

WEAKNESSES OF INSTTTUTIONALISM

The two main weaknesses on institutionalism are the mirror images of the main
" weaknesses of subjectivism. The first relates to the idea of a conventionally defined
experience that underpins the institutionalist’s account of aesthetic appreciation; the
second relates to the problem of "sentient institutions” that.follows from the elimination
of mental predicates. These two weaknesses derive from the institutionalist conception
that activities of the the art practice are to be explained by the conventions within the

artworld.
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The Idea of Conventionally Defined Expericuce :

The idea that aesthetic experience is explﬁined by rules, theories and related con-
-ventional features of the art practice contains thre;;-, major difficulties. These are: the
idea of a contlt-zxtual experience; the mechanical nature of the experience; and the
implicit- circularity in such accounts of aesthetic appreciation. Although these three
difficulties are in opposition to those of the subjectivist’s idea of a phenomenologically

distinct experience, they are strangely similar to them in the role they play in the

explanatory framework.
The idea of contextual experience

Institutionalism defines aesthetic experience in terms of people’s compliance with
thé rules and theories of?t\w artworld. For insltitutionalisls like Danto, artworks are to
be understood and appreciated in terms of the relevant theory (such as the Imitation
Theory or the Realist Theory of Art) that provide a- whole new mode of sceing the
artistic sighiﬁcance of artworks.10 Institutionalism takes rules and theories as explain-
ing a great many phenomena connected with the evaluation and appreciation of works
of art. For instance, the audience at a musical concert has an aesthetic expcricﬁt:c
because the listeners employ the proper rules and theories of appreciation while follow-
ing the musical performance. On this view, aesthetic experience is the response that
occurs at the end of adhering to the rules and regulations of the convention. This insti-
tutionalist picture of aesthetic appreciation treats it as causally dependent on the appli-
cation of appropriate rules and theories, as something that logically follows once indi-

viduals abide by the stipulation of the regulations.

Because institutionalism is concerned with eliminating mentalistic -predicates from
its account of aesthetic experience, it portrays aesthétic experience as an institutional-
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ized response that takes place in the artworld setting. This construal of appreciation is
thought of as locating aesthetic experience in-the physical world rather than in the
mental sphere. So the a'cccﬁdance of epistemic pre-eminence to rules and theories

derives from the view that they are what explain the nature, activities and events in the

-

artworld. Rules and theories are treated as more important than the interest a person
brings to hpprccialion since i is assumed that they kindle the interest that people have.
Since the occurrence of aesthetic appreciation is taken to depend on rules and theories,

institutionalism holds that to appreciate the -putative aesthetic properties on an art-

work, on¢ must have the relevant theory or. rule of appreciation. The central idea of

institutionalism is that without rules and theories to guide individuals to appreciation,
La & ) ’

we would lack the rélevant means 1o appreciate the aesthetic properties of artworks.

The dilTiculties of contextual experience lie in the assumption that aesthetic appre-
ciation comes about simply by following, the relevant rules and theories in appraising an
artwork. T hé'vicw is that the artwo.rlci has been arranged in such a way as 1o produce
the necessary response when ofle applies the relevant rules or thcc_iries. The underlying
suégeslion is that rules and theories possess a certain force to bring people to desthetic
appreciation. That once the relevant the;er is applied, aesthetic appreciation follows

‘a
regardless of what a person thinks. v

But it is clear that Dickie and Danto do not intend the rules and theories to func-

tion as a force that compel people to action. They are aware that people I;my apply
the rules incorrectly or might g;en refuse to follow them, in which case gppreciation
will not occur. However, since they maintain that relevant rules and theories must be
followed to have an aesthetic experience, two sorts of problems arise for their views:

the first concerns the relevance of people’s interest in appreciating an artwork, and the

second concerns our criteria for grasping the putative aesthetic properties of artworks.

~
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By ignoring the role of artistic interest in aesthetic appreciation, institutionalism

i .

ignores that our tastes play an_important role ip whether or not we appreciate an art-
work. Institutionalists forget that artistic création generally precedes the formulation
of rules and theories. If we look at how people fared prio; to the formulation of rules
and theories, we would find the institutionalist assumption about the role of rules and
theories to be false. Consider that ‘tt‘le post impressionist art movement was well under
way before the rules and theories that are appropriate to the style were devised. Nev-
e}thelcss, people: recognized the artistic quality of these works, they saw what the art-
ists were striving to do, and they were able to appreciate the putative aesthetic proper-

ties of these works without the aid of theories. That people are able to appreciate an

“artwork prior to the introduction of rules of appreciation indicates that the institution-

alist's assumption that appreciation depends on following rules and theories is miscon-

cejved.

Moreover, the institutionalist assumption that following relevant rules and theories

will bring about appreciation ignores the possibility that one might comply with the sti-

pulations of the rules and theories and still not see the point of the object. Consider

that there are people who are sufficiently informed about the fine points of surrcalism,
yel are unable to get over their intense dislike for what ‘they see as "creepy weird”
paintings. Indeed, if the claims of institutionalism are correct, these people should
have come to an appreciation ‘of surrealist paintings. The institutionalist’ view that
aesthetic appreciation is c‘lé\pendem (;n rules and theories involves ignoring the interests
_ N .

and motives people bring with them to appreciation. Had institutionalists given more
attention to human aims and interest, they would liave secn that péoplc are able to
appreciate works of art even without being aware of any relevant thebry or rule of
appreciation. Thus the fact that a person appreciates an -artwork can casily be
explained by reference to rules or theoﬁFs of the artworld. |
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- With (egards to the criteria for grasping the putanve desthetic features of an art-
work, the institutionialist as;umptlon that applying rclevant rules and theories would
result in aesthetic appreciation rests on an illegitimate .conﬁation of the distinction
between following rules and appreciating the artistic features of an artwork. This conf- '
lation permits proponents of the view to locate what brings about appreciation in rules
and theories and to suggest that appreciation is causally dependent on rules and theo-
rics. (We should note that Danto goes much [urlhér by saying that it is logically depen-
dent). The basic difficulty in conélming aesthetic experience as a contextual phenom-

I*‘ ~
enon is this illicit conflation of the difference between appreciation of artworks and

applying the relevant rules and theories of appreciation. This contlation illegitimately

L)

locales such features as the appeal of the object, individual's interests and preferences
in compliance with rules and excludes the possibility that following a rule or the stipu-

lations of a theory need not result in appreciation.

Fae Institutional Mechanism: ’

.

[nstitutionalism c.mploys formal features ot the artworld like rules and thOHLb to
account for our understandmg of artistic ob]ects. This dc.pendenu. on rules and theo-
rics of appreciation, which is the result of avoiding the difficulties of a mentalistic

. account, ignores the relevance of our interests to appreciaiion and of the meaning
;avhich these objects have for us personally. The assumption here is that the appeal an
artwork has is taken to be identical to lh;: significance assigned to it by theoretical
interpretation. ._This view of meaning treats conventional norms of behaviour as a pre-
condition for appreciation, as something that compels pe(;ple to appreciate an object
once the norms are adhcredrto. In other words, people are being regardeci as passive
bf:ings who necessarily have. an aestheti¢ response as required by the institutional-

mechanism.



R . .
The mechanism is revealed when institutionalism attempts to account for things

like stylistic changes and novelty that cannot be accommodated on the institutionalist's
explanatory framework. Change is explained away either as something that is a logic-
al continuation of preceding events, that is, it is normalized, or it is explained as some-

thing which the institution initiate. In conflict situations when viewers are over-

whelmed by an unfamiliar siyle, Lhe theory is silent. Given its undérlying piclurc‘ ol

individuals, it is incapable of accounting for actions that deviate from the conventions
and tradition. Individuals necessarily follow whatever the institution has established;
they do not contribute anything to the purposiveness of the institution. The institutions

are simply there and self-generating.

This passive picture of humans is implicit in Dickie's account; it underlies his

account of how objects acquire the status of art. Dickie focuses exclusively on the con-

ventional act of conferring an object with the status of art, and neglects to mention the

rationale or the motivation for choosing, say, the urinal rather than some other vbject
‘as' O for bestowal of the status of art. He ignores the whole decision making process
that went into treating the The Fountain as an artwork (such as Duchamp's motives
and the silbterIfugeglhul accommpanied the first exhibition of the work) before the The
Fountain finally' made it into an art gallery. Dickic's starting point overemphasizes the
act of bestowing the status of art on the object so that the bcsto;vznl appears as some-
thing that happened naturally, as someihing pre-ordained by the convention of the
institution. On this view, the individual® construed as acting in conformity with insti-
" tutional regulation and as lacking in personal initiative and ability. I,ikcwisc:, Danto
adheres to this model of mechanical explanation by vesting theories with the power
and resp‘dnsibility of creating art objects. The central theme of his thesis !hnl art is a

theoretical construction, makes people subservient to theories.

Il
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The emergence of a picture of submissive beings who are incapnblg of deliberatioh._
and dccisipn damages the adequacy of institutionalism. That indiVidu;ils think and act
only in terms of pre-established rules and conventions or in terms of legitim;te alterna-
tives provided by the institution radically misconceives the nature of art appreciation

and is a false picture of what goes on in the artworld.

Circularity in Institutional View of Understanding:

[nstitutionalism explains every action, pattern, event and artistic activitly by refer-
ence to the convention of the artworld. It contends that aesthetic understanding
depends on the contextual conditions of the artworld. Artistic practices, styles, move-
ments and trends are the way that they are because of the.way the artworld is stm(;-
tured. Inslilm‘ionulism aims at explaining all the happenings in the artworld in terms of
preceding events or antecedent factors. Rational explanation is possible only through
reliance on the z‘lppropriatc bzickground. The problem here is the implicit circularity

that this form of explanation entails; every pattern, action, event and phenomenon is
1]

counted as institutional whatever the case may be. The intlexibility of the relation
undermines the basis for explaining the uniqueness of each event, and for articulating

the meamngfulness of a work of art.

In explaining aesthetic phenomena such as the meaning of art works, the signifi-
cance of styles, or the direction of artistic movements and change, institutionalism
treats theories, roles, rules, and regulations a‘s constants and searches for the variables
that give them their sfabilily. The theory attem.pts to explain non-contextual features
(that do not belong to the basic structure of the institution) —like motives, artistic inter-

ests and preferences — in terms of the stable features of artistic practice.
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This is evident in institutionalist explanation of stylistic shifts. The -tension and
conflicts that mark the breaks between impressionism and romanticism, readymades
and coﬁceptual art, minimal and post-impressionist art, are resolved in such a way that
no stylistic break occurs. Meaning, significance and change are assimilated to the

’ institutional structure. The result is that their nature is distorted and the phenomena in
.que'sti.on is obscured. The attempt to provide non-mentalistic explanations that bypass
the difficulties of subjectivism leads to the elitﬁination of signi‘ficani components of the
art practice from thie picture. The insl,itutionnlis;s’ employment of behavioural criteria
not only behaviourizes artistic appreciation, they also fail to explain the more crucial
important features. 'i"he circularity in the institutional view is. that it explains action,

event and phenomena as institutional whatever it may be.

The assumption that aesthetic meaning depends on having a contextual cxpcr'i-
ence, and that a contextual experience depends on knowing an aesthetically significant
action or event, suggests that we are able to distinguish ‘l)i:twcc:1.ll1c significant and the
non-significant acts or. events of the practice. But the .possibil‘ily ol a dism

_depends on-knowing what it his we are lookiné for, or on whdt counts as aesthetic
experience. Since institutionalism aims at eliminating all mcnl'gllislic descriptions, non-
behavioural answers are ruled out, leaving no conceivable means ;\ciding\on wl'ml.is
significant. And even if we agree with the instilutionalis‘t that the aﬁ;thc_tic.ally signi[i—
cant is implicit in the rules of the institution, it still has to be shown how we can dis-~

criminate or distinguish it, and especially so since we do not as yet have a clear notion

i
of what the n_lles are.
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De-Personalization and The Idea bf Sentient Institutions"

The thesis that aesthetic experience is central to understanding attempts to anchor
artistic activity within its appropriate context in this way mentalism isisol;'ed by clirﬁi~
nating allusions to mental predicates in accounts of aesthetic appreciation. Two cen-
tral difficulties, the mirror images of those in subjectivism, vilfatc this explanatory
account. They have to do with the doctrine of conventionalism that theorists invoke to

ground all aesthetic practice, and with the social realist’s view of artistic activity.

Conventionalism:

Conventionalism fails to take account of the relationship between individuals and
their artistic practice, an inadequacy which is further compounded by the opposition
that exists between the two dilficulties. For, institutionism - that is, the idea of a con-

structed reality is in opposition with naturalism — that is, the idea that art objects are

natural. \/ .

Conventionalism emphasizes the relation between objects and the artistic environ-
ment of the institution and ignores the experiences of members in that constructed real-
ity. *The pr8cedure divorces'meaning from its normal setting and relocates it in-.ins{itu-
tional structures. 1t becomes somnething that people observe- in the institutions and
adhere to, while undcrslanding\is conceived as péople's ability to manifest appropriate
behaviour in The right situations. Indeed conventionalism presupposes that artistic
aclivity and ihc pra;:ticcs of ‘members are conditioned and determined by the institu-‘
tioﬁ.. 'I‘hel critical spirit and individual preferences which people bring to aesthetic
understanding are taken not to matter. In other words, because conventionalism over-
emphasizes the artworld at the expense of individuals, the artworigl' becomes a sentient

institution that sets and specifies the course of events.



The first difficulty in conventionalism concerns the sentient nature of institutions” -

[

while the second difficulty focuses on the problem of how the a‘rtworld'cun explain
human actions. The idea of sentience has its basis in the construal of the artworld as u-
self—gropelling entity that dictates the course‘ of events in the institution. But thi:\s idea”
is misconceived for the simple reason that the only moving agents in the artworld are
humans. The artworld in itself cannbf do anytﬁihg, let alone compel the actions of

participants in the art practice. The choice to act or not to, and the decision to do
. . M
something or follow a particular course of actions rests with people. And even 1[ we
admit the institutionality oflart, or agree that some environmental conditioning takes
place, ‘it neither follows that the artworld is co'énitivcly prior nor that the institution is
sentieﬁt. Individuni§ ;s creators of institutions can deviate from the rulcs,. change or .
regulat'et them or even opt out. They are not hapless victims of their creations as insti-

N -

tutionism would have us believe. _ '

The sécbnd difﬁculty has its basis in the institutionalist's accordancc of cognitive
primacy t(; the artworld. ‘The suggestion is that institutional events can be understood
independently of the attitudes and dispositions of communil'y members. But as noted
by Ted Cohen, a full understanding of the rules, aélions, events and conventions of the
artworld requires that we articul:;te the.rationale of the convention. Doing so involves
- an appeal to the objectives, dispositions and attitudes of their creators — the very fea-
tures institutionalism wants to eliminate.1l The ullimz;cy and finality of this appeal
indicates that people rather than institutions take much of tﬁc decisions of what goes
on in the artworld. Moreover, there is no direct agcess to the mlcé and regulations
except through individuals. "So since the character of the rules are identified only

through the actions and thoughts of people, aesthetic understanding depends ultimately

on people. Hence the idea of a self-generating artworld is misconceived.



Social Realism: s

By focusing on the public aspect of aesthetic. objects, institutionalism emphasizes
the sociélly.dﬁproved features, that is, properties or qualities that have wide social
appeal. The procedure construes meaning and artistic features as social constructions
so that the meaning of wor,ks.?gf art are their socially agreed er socially assigned mean-‘
ings. This definition of meaning as social rests squarely on social preferences and
social consensus rather than on artistic excellence or aesthetic merit. On this view, an
artistic object can have as many descriptions or meanings as possible, except that at
any given time, only the socially dominant meaning prevails. When institutionalism
construes arlistic qualities as sociaily approved properties, the meaning of a work of

art becomes the set of descriptions that the socially approved properties pick out.

The social realist view of meaning fixes the meaniitg of any art object and compels
uniformily in artistic interpretations, and makes a statement about the artistic conform-
“ity of people in a given social environment. The view presupposes either that all indi-

viduals in a social environment have the same artistic preferences, or that the condi-

. 1

tions in the social environment determine conformity. -
\

The basic problem of social realism is not that it makes false assumption about the
activities of people in the social setting and about the condition of the social environ-
_ment, but that it presents a distorted picture of the social practice of our everyday
world. Institutionalism conceives the socﬁal world abstractly, that is, in terms of whole
systems. \ol’ objects or practices and of the relations between such systems or practices.
This grouping of objécts and practices into wholes or systems compartmentalizes prac-
tices into units. Once the division is complete, systems and sub-system generate their
own special laws. The problem with institutionalism is that it takes these systems as

points of departure and neglects to ask the general question of how these systems and
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practices come about, or are possible. Institutionalism ignores both the unnoticed but
" expected background features that give the "fix" to our practices and the unattended to,

"but known way things actually happen in practice, it settles the nature of the social

world theoretically. Hence, the theory's conception fails to fit.

[}

This examination rr?akes,it seem as though the basic tenets of subjectivism and
institutiomalism merely emphasize what the other ignores. It would appear that the dif-
ferences between them are superficial and can easily be reconciled without great theo-
retical difficulty. One simply removes the dichotomy and resolves the insights of insti-
tutionalism with that of subjectivism. IHowever the issue is not this simple.
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IKENGA
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The ikenga is a wooden carved statuary of which the most famous type is the’
..."warrior’, depicting a well-developed human figure @h horns and a fierce expres-
sion ... The figure sits on a double-disk stool in which only the back leg of the stool is
carved, while the t'ron_l support is provided by the figure's legs. (In) the right hand (the
warrior) holds a knife with a pronounced handle and a slightly curved blade, (in) the
left hand a tusk or, more often a severed human head (...). The head of the warrior is

' e
somewhat elongated, resting on a thick neck. Emerging from a broad base atop the
head is a pair of flattened, tapering horns that make more than a full twist and often
end in an upward curve. The faces of many of these figures resemible the agbogo
mmuo, the maiden-spirit ... Only a few of this warrior type bear the status-related

facial scarification pattern known as ichi. "
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~ Eli Bentor, "Life as an Artistic Process: Igbo Ikenga ‘and Ofo", African
Arts, 21 (1988): 66-71. ’
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CHAPTER THREE ‘ “

THE INNER/OUTER DICHOTOMY

N
.

.

In this chapter, I argue tlhat -subjectivism and institutionalism arc moulded by a
common assumption, namely that there is a dichotomy between the outer and the inner
spheres of an individual’s life. This assumption raises perplexing quésli(-'ms concerning
the relation between the experiences of individuals and the artwork. As I shall strive
to show, the weaknesses of subjectivism and institutionalism cannot be overcome sim-
ply by extracting and combining the strengths of each view. The obfuscating nature of
the underlying assumption of the inner/outer dichotomy needs to be attended to. In .
fact, what is needed is neither a rcbrganizution of the central points of the theories no'r
a modification of their basic assﬁmplions, but rather a replacement of the .dichotomy
that-underpins and nurtures the two opposed theoretical positions. Its removal shifts
the prdblcmalic uﬁd dissolves the theoretical framework: within which the traditional

_problems of acsthetics in general, and debates about subjectivism and institutionalism
in particul'af, arise, .

The chapter is divided into four parts. In the first part [ ident@“e@p inner/
outer dichotomy that defines the framework for the debate between ;;ubjeclivists and
institutionalists. This dichotomy exists as the unnotic;éd backgrouh'd presupposed by
the basic claims of both theories. It comes to view only when we adopt a critical atti-
tude towards the basic premises of these theories. I'argue that despite the broad dif-
p ferences of subjectivism and institutionalism, each are urfderf)inned by the same pre-
suppositiohs and their proponents are éngaged in basically the same enterprise. In the
s:_:cond part, I examine how the accordance.of theoreticnl importar}(ee;g io the as:';ump- .

~ ' ) . \-/‘
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tion that the inner-mental life of a personris distinct and separate from llhe .uulcr social
life leads to a private view of experience, on¢ according to wl,\i.ch only the person hav-
. o N

ing the experience can.be acquainted with it. This view, [ argue, cntices subjectivists
and institutionalists 'in.to'as.*;l'ln'iing that one khm;ws or learns what counts us aesthetic
appreciation from one's own experienccs. In the third part, 1 exaiminc the implication
of the privacy view of experience on our 5hnn.d common notion . of appreciation, [
argue that thé ldcn that we understand what counls as nestht.tu. nppn.uulmn by refer-

.

ence to our own individual experiences undermines the possibility of a shared under-
standing of appreciation and of common aesthetic p'racticc.‘ In the fourth part, T estab-
lish that u'ndam_entzﬂ mistake of suﬁjcélivisn;x and institutionalism dgrchs from the
employrhent of the criteria and ‘r.clations of the outer realm to undcrst’and the cvents of
the inner realm. This transference of the conditions of the outer to the inner realm

radically misconceives the nature of aesthetic appreciation. ®

Understanding the Inner{Quter Gap

In their attempt to provide a sujtable response to the .qucslion of how we appreci-
ate works of art, subjectivists and institutionalists begin their inquiry by presupposing,a
sharp distinction, bgt}'a_/ccn the inner-mental and the outcr-sbcigl life of individuals. This
distiﬁction is taken to capture the spcc}al characteristics of the two realms, namely the
internal (or invisible) goings-on in psychological~life and the external social activitics in
the external environmént. But lh\dlf?lincli.on is potentially misleading for by drawing a
parallel between the mental and extérnal reality and suggesting that the two realms '
stand in a relation of correspondence,to each other, it entices the unwary to construe
the goings-on in the inner mental life on analogy with the outer realm. The attempt to
pattern and understand the inner on a'r;alogy with the outer, I shall argue, lcads to a

confused and distorted picture of aesthetic appreciation.

7 .



N
/6 face, value, the presupposition that there is an inner and an outer realm to the
. lives of mdmduals is unproblematic and unobjectionable. After all, we know as a fact
) 1141 pcoplc havc an inner psychologlcal life, that they engage in  mental activities —
such’ as thmkmg, believing, rcﬂeclmg, remembering, appreciating — and that these
m.hon:. are nuthcr physical, nor observable by other people or even by those having
tIicm.r Also,_we know for sure that there is an outer social life whose character is sub-
slzmliuﬂy'dif[ercnl from the mental, and that activities in this sphere are physical and
are 0pc1{ to public inspcctibn.‘ Being aware of the significant difference in character of
‘the activities of these two realms, and coupled with the fact that they oceur in seeming-
ly different spherds, it seems reasonable to assume that there are two distinet aspects

to the lives of individuals.

However, it is worthwhile to note that this commonplace assumption about the

dual nature of human life is subject to two kinds of interpretations: one which I shall

call the commonsense view and the other the philosophical interpretation. In the

everyday commonsense understanding of the assumption, no special cognitive impor-
. tance is attached to the bifurcation between the inner and the outer lives other than the
mundane suggestion that there are different dimensions of human activity and that peo-
ple have the capacity to engage" in different sorts of apparently unrelated activities.
This is ot to say that people dé not occasionally speculate about the relation between

;(]hc two realms, or ponder about the goings-on in the mind. But it is important to real-

ize that their everyday activities are niot affected by any epistemalogical consequences . -

that result from knowing about the dual -'asbéct-of humairlife. I Tédi,'th:a' very lack of ~

concern exhibited for any practical or epistemic implications of the inner/outer distinc-

tion on human activities shows that people do not ascribe much cognitive importance to
.

the distinction however much they acknowledge its existence.

. | i



For instance, in their daily lives: people do not act as if a gap ::xis(s between the
inner and the outer mental lives, Nor do they act as if the inner lives of others are tru-
ly private and inaccessible as would be the case if the inner/outer separation had epis-
temic and ontological status. Pecople are miffcd if close friends fail to discern their
feelmgs they know when someone apprecmtes a Joke and they are often able to detect
when someone fakes .an emohon. Moreover, consider how &ren come to learn
what counts as appreciation. The learning procceds with no special aids. Parents or
teachers do not begin by worrying how 1o reach into the inner reaim of their children or

students. They do not try to get the child to identify or describe the psjfchologicul
- occurrences in his or her mental realm. Nor do’ they.give the child a description of
what to look -for "in t'here". On the contrary, thcj act as if there is no difference
between the inner an.d‘lhc outer life. The fact that appreciation requires a canscious
mind and that the mind is the inner realm is not seen to brcscnt any special problem to
children in understanding what counts as appreciation. More remarkably, children

behave as if their inner lives are completely accessible and open to view.

But the philosophical view of the commonplace assumption reflects no such under-
standing, and this is because philosophers accord great theorctical importance to the

distinction between the inner-mental and the outer-social aspects of human life. Phi-

.

losophers take the distinction as lraci@g a real and fixed separation between the inner-
mental and the outer-social life. They see the dilferences in the character (‘)I' cach
+ realm as incontrovertible evidence that the two states are indeed distinct and divorced
from each other. 'I'hls phllosophlca] construal of the assumptiofgets up the iramework ,
for the debate by ra:smg the need fov.an ‘explanation of the’ rclauonship bclwu.n the
two separate spheres. Subjectivists worry about how the goings-on in the inner mental
life could be isolated and identified without serious mistakes while institutionalists wor-

. 4 .
ry about how to understand mentalistic notions like aesthetic appreciation without
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employing a mentalistic frnmeworki Advocates of each view speculate about how we
understand what counts as aesthetic appreciation, how we decisively tell that our
response to, say, an ikenga statuette is aesthetic. Also, they ponder about how we are
- to discriminate and guard against false aesthetic claims, and how we know that others

ha\iithc same aesthetic experiences as us.1

The type of questions dsked shows that philosophers are reading the assumption
about the-dual aspect of human nature not only as slalingm__h_qn{g truth about imman
life but as having ontological and epistemological consequences as well. Their perplex-
ing questions indicate that they are construing the inner/outer distinction as picking out
a fixed zind. permanent divide between the mental and lhclsoéiinl side of an individual's
life. The jump from the trivial to the philosophical level of discourse is achieved by
placing an immense epistemic weight on 2 simple and commonplace observation about
the duality of human Elspccls. This epistemic weiglt makes more out of an ordinary

*

distinction by illegitimately twisting it out of its normal context to raise philosophical

" riddles,

" When this shift i’rom the commonplace to the philosophical occurs, philosophers
treat the inner realm as completely severed from the outer realm. The picture that this
divorce invokes 15 of an’inner mysterious mental realm that lies behind and parallel to
the outer social realm that shields it like a fagade. The relationship between the two
rgms is one in which the inner accompanies the outer. In explaining the nature of the

/relntionship between the two realms, subjectivists contend that the'inner has epi.stcm‘ic
priority and that it underpins and exp'fains the activities of the outé; social 'realm:
Institutionalists, on the other hand, confer epistemic primacy to the o.uter realm and
claim that psychological occurrences in tHe inner realm lack content until fixed by

-

~ externally specified conditions. Thus, the philosophical‘ construal of the commonplace
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assumption sets up the conceptual fratmework for the debate on the nature of aesthetic

[ . ¢

experience by injecting a conceptual/schism between the inner mental and the outer

social realms. ' ».

3

.

Notwithstanding the disagreement between subjectivists and institutionalists on
which realm explains the activities of the other, both sides assume causal relationship
between the activities of the outer realm and the processes of the inner realm. In this
sense the theoretical positions of subjectivism and institutionalism are not as divergent
or as fundarﬁeritaliy different as they might initiaily seem. They both presuppose a ﬁic—
ture ‘of human nature and the relationship b;lwc:.en the mental and the outer social

. environment that treats a person’s inner life as isolatable from inluences of the social
life. As a consequence of these presuppositions, human and aesthetic experience are
resumed to occur in the inner mental realm. By assuming this, advocates ol both
views must regard these inn'er experiences as esseptially private and pcrsonul.ln the
person having’the experience. On this view, aesthetic appreciation is construed as an

inner private experience that is localizable in the mind.

When subjectivists and institutionalists characterize aesthetic experience as a spe-
cific event in the mind that supports our understanding of adsthetic apprcc?ulion, lhqy
subscribe to the view that we arrive at what counts as aesthetic appreciation by a c.om-‘
pletely private process. This explains much of Bcardslcy’s concern over whether what
one understands as aesthetic experience COH‘LSpOﬂdb to what, olhurs understand it to
be. It also underpins hlS preoccupation w1th the quesuon of how one can conclusively
tell (especially in borderlme cases) that what one experiences is truly aesthetic.2 Insti-
tutionalists claim not to presuppose a mentalistic view ofqaes.thcuc expericnce but their
picture of how aesthetic afoi:reciation comes about,-(which I shall examine in the next

segtion), shows that they do.3 It is noteworthy that in sharing this view of aesthetic
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cxperience as private, both subjectivists and institutionalists assume that aesthetic

appreciation is to be explained by reference to the individual’'s mental biography.

+
L)

Before proceeding to investigate the idea that appreciation is an inner experience,
it is worth noting that the sceptical problem of whether or not our notion c_)f aesthetic
experience is shared has its basis in the subjectivist and instil.ugionalist conception of
aesthetic experience as an essentially pri\;ate-expcriencc_. In turn, the construal of;

i

aesthetic experience as a private phenomenon follows from the assumption that the

mind is situated in the inner realm coupled with the assumption that the inner realm s
divorced from the outer social realm. As we carlier noted, this separation of the inner
from the outer realm traces its roots, not to commonsense, but to the philosophical

. reinterpretation of a commonplace observation. The accordance of epistemic impor-
tance to the inner/outer dislincﬁon that lines up with the mcnml/soc‘ial distinction
brings ‘about tiie separation of the inner mental from the outer :social life of individluals.
But as we also noted that the injection of a dichotomy bel\_vecr} the inner and the outer
is a consequence of investing an unproblematic distinction‘ with a meaning that it does
not ordinarily have. This illegitimate act twists the distinction out of its normal context

___—({ld sets up the conceptual framework in which the sceptical pseudo-problems about
the nature of aesthetic experience arise. Finally, it is also important to note that since

subjectivism and institutionalism are underpinned by the same underlying picture of

aesthetic experience, their proponents are, in fact, engaged in the same enterprise.

The Problem of the Pn’vac‘:)" View

t

The inner/outer di¢hotomy moulds the central lines of the debate between subjecti-
vists and institutionalists by tempting them to conceive of aesthetic épprecialion as an

inner private experience. 'Subjectivists construe aesthetic experience as the awareness

S

a f
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of "aesthetic objécts’ in 'aesthetic‘épace"‘ (Aldrich) and of "phenomenal objects” in
consciousness (Beardsley). .For their own part, institutionalists deny the presem.:c.ol‘ a
special phénom'eno'logical event but nonetheless believe that aesthetic ¢xperience is
private percé';')tual process of attending to an object in the external social clwiroumént.
It might seem from the institutionalist's objection to the view that aesthetic expcfiéflcc
is a special phenomenological event that it is illegitimate to tnké th;:m as ‘10I(l'i|1;1_: a

view of experience as private. But it is not the contention here that aesthetic experi-
. .
ence is a feeling or a spec_iél phenomenological occurrence that detines the privacy of
experience, -Wh;u marks a view of experience as private is the idea that it is by
awareness of one's own perceptual experiences that one knows lqm he or she appreci-

ork. . Thus, in this sense of private, it does not matter™at one accepts or

’

ates an ar_.tw
cjenies the c-):iﬁtence of a special aesthetic experience since the privacy view lics in the
epistemological approach th;u one adopts in dealing with experiences that involve sell-
awareness. _ | T
It is understandable why subjectivists and institutionalists treal aesthetic cxpcri-
.,

‘ence ds a private inner experience. Buoyed by the comr%_nscnsc belief of appreciation
as an experience, of experience as something that a conscious person has, and of con-
sciousness as localized in the mind, one naturally assumes that aesthetic expericnce is
something tha-t is inner and private. Thinking about app?ccialibn makes the assump-
tion all the more plausible. For when we think about appreciation, there is a tendency
to focus just on the impressions andl'_feelings we had. This act of recollécting reinforees
the view of appreciation as a meﬁiz;l event if only because the direction of focus is in

" the mind. The private nature of this experience is sharply brought home to us via this

route. bbviously no one other than myself has this experience or fegling, and lhcré is

no doubt that it is by reference to this personal experience that I come by my under-
standing that I appreciate thc'a.r-tw_'ork in question. 0th_crs may. surmise what I feel.
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They may have their own experiences but these will differ from this experience of
mine. Thus, the view that aesthetic appreciation is an inner event finds justification
“not only in the underlying conceptual framework defined by the inner/outer dichotomy,

but is also reinforced by how we think and talk about appreciation.

The reason we are misled concerning the privﬁcy of experience is not just that we
are seduced into ransacking the mental to look for what counts as aesthetic experience,
but that we take it to be locked up in the inm;,r-realm where others cannot get at it.
Armed with this unde:.'.lying view of experié;xce as private, philosophers face the daunt-
ing i'ask of explaining how viewers can possibly understand what counts as aesthetic
experience, how' lliéy are a-ble to distinguish agsihetic from 'non-aestheti'c. cxperiences,
and how they come by their. éﬁ::urcd common n:ilion of gpprcciaifon. Before investigat-
ng how they deal with the problem, however, I shall first attempt to lease out this pri-
vacy view of experience as it is contained in the' subjectivist and inftitulionalist
accounts. This is done by t.ak_ing a beg.i}lncf's difficulties ir; discerning what counts as

appreciation as a take-off point of explanation.

R Y

The subjectivist's response to a beginner's concern is to contend that appreciation
of an artwork, say, the ikenga, comes about if we focus exclusively on the unity of the
statuette’s formal elements, these being the features that make them works of art rath-
er than exclusively functional objects. Because subjecti;.;isls are prirparily' concerned
with the aesthetic, they treat the context to which the dbject belongs with-little interest.
Subjectivists believe it is quite wrong to allow considerations of role and cul‘;ural signifi-
éance to intrude not only because they detract from the aesthetic point of view, but -
also because they add nothing to the formal quality of the aesthetic design. Thus, they
advise the novice to attend exclusively to sﬁch features as the upward sweeping symrﬁe~

try of the design, the tight coils, or the skyward aggressive thrust of horns, and to the
. .



contrast between the volume of the body and the sharp intersecting plane of the

sword.

For subjectivists, we acquire an understanding of what counts as aesthetic expt;ri-
ence by examining the phenomenological occurrences in our‘inner mental life. On this
picture, the novice receives some visual impressions of the phenomenally objective
qualities of the artwork that‘ft;ner_atc “$3me_definite feelings or. phchomcnologicﬁl
occurrences. The sm_xbjectiQisl believes that by attending to these inner_eJ‘(pcricnccs that

M .
are characterized by the qualities of unity, completeness and. coherence, the novice
deterr_nines whether or not his or her perccptual experience is aesthetic. He or she
does this by discerning whether the feclir;g gcne'ratcd is "made pleasurable by being tied
" to the form and qualities of (the) sensuously .pi'cécnted.'..objcct".4 In other words, the
novice appreciates the ikenga statuette when he or she has certain inner experiences,
and he or she knows what counts as aesthetic appreciation by having a definite feeling.
.Th'e picture this approach invokes is of individuals looking into their private mental
realms, avidly watching the inner show in their stream of consciousness with their

backs turned squarel§ on the outer world.

What comes out. clearly in the subjectivist's picture is that the viewer or novice
comes to an understanding of what counts as aesthetic experience by reference to inner
mental processes, that is, to his or her own inner experiences alone. It would be mis-
leading to think of subjectivists as denying that people are taught how to appreciate.
Subjectivists are as aware as anyone that there are stage-s;:lting activities by which a
: pe.rson;i/s 'pi'epared or learns how to appreciate works of art, such as knowledge about
the contextual features of the object, the rules and methods of appreciation, what to

look for and how to go about looking for it. These stage-setting activities imply that a

novice's understanding of what counts as aesthetic experience presupposes knowledge

L]
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. of the outer social world and, hence, that the novice's experience is not limited tq his
or her own inner experience. Interestingly, if subjectivists truly believed that our
understanding of what counts as aesthetic experience is as public as is being suggested,

then there should be no cause to worry about identifying false aesthetic claims since

there would be public means for doing so.

An indication that on the subjectivists' picture one's knowledge of what counts. 'as'

aesthetic experience is based on one's own inner experiences alone, is seen in their .

perplexities about how we can correctly discriminate . aesthetic from non—aesthetié‘-’:{;
responses. It is also evident in their worry about how we can possibly determine that
othérsinotion of aesthetic experience corresponds to our own. This type of sceptical
doubt arises only when it is believed that we come b)l/ our understanding by an essen-
.tially private process. Consider the subjectivist's approaghf to how a novice comes to
learn what counts as aesthetic experience. The novice's percept;ml experiences are
internal and private in the strong sense that nobody excep;t the person having the
experiences can know about them nor have access to them. For this reason, lhé sub-
jectivist is unable to show or point out an example of what these inner experiences feel
like. The inaccessibility of these inner ex;;eriences means that the subjectivist cannot

determine whether the novice is having the appropriate responses or whether the nov-

ice is making the right correlation.

s
It is not necessary to query subjectivists on the legitimacy of the assumption that
the novice can go "in there” and do all that is required without making mistakes. What
is important for the present discussion is to see that these are things that only the per-
son having the experience can do because he or she has to learn from his or i.l.er‘own
inner experiences. Since on this view there is no public means of determining that the

viewer is making the right correlations, and since the viewer's understanding of what
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counts as aesthetic expenence denves from his or her inner expenences, the role of

stage-setting to learning what counts as aesthetlc expenencc is irrelevant.
kY

By contrast, institutionalists approach the novice's difficulties by emphasizing the
role of publicly defined features to an understanding of what aesthetic experience is.
Institutionalists contend that we cannot possibly appreciate the ikenga and similar art-
works unless we attend closely to their contextual features such as the artistic tradition,
their style and period, and the underlying objective of the artist in creating that work.
They claim that it is absolutely essential that the novice cousider the art ideas of ‘the .
Igbos, their artistic referents and mode of repreaunlallon and the apn.cml meaning of
the symbols that they empl_oy.S Insnlunonnhsts maintain that having a satisfying enoun-
ter with an fkenga statuette is inseparable from the Igbo.arl practice because we need
the practice to recognize what constitutes artistic qualities of excellence in the sta-
tuettes, to distinguish between inconsequential and important artistic leatures, and to
determine what "unity of formal elements” and "the visual spirit of the work” amount

to. In their view, real appreciation is impossible without the appropriate information

logating/the ikenga within its art practice. In particular, institutionalists argue that it is

only within the framework of an art practice that aesthetic experience is meaningful.

The elimination of méntal correlates is the institutionalist’s response, to the per-
ceived mentalism implicit in subjec;tivism.. The institutionalist takes it that by replacing
phenomenolowcal events with the artwork in the outer rc.alm,, the mentalist problems
1mp11c1t in conceiving of aesthetic apprer.:auon as an inner expericnce are effectively
undercut. They expect that by looking outward to the object and activities in the outer
e-nvironment, rather than into the mind, cognitive focus is shifted from an internal men-
talistic criteria of understanding to an external social criteria of understanding. How-

ever, by pitting themselves in opposition along the lines defined by the inner/outer
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" dichotomy, institutionalists presuppose the same notion ,of privacy underpinning the
subjectivist view of experience. They fail to get beyond the Iimils of the inner/outer
dichotomy and the privacy view of experience that sets up the individualistic mentalis-
tic framework of understanding within which the question of the nature of aesthetic

experience is raised.

H
“

Doubtless, institutionalists aim to overcome the theoretical puzzles that come from
using phenomenological evénts as the feature that explains aesthetic experience. It is
also truc that their substitution of phenomenological events for the artwork and contex-
tual features is designed to invoke an external criteria of understanding to replace the
problc'malic internal criteria of understanding. But they fail in their objective because
in treating aesthetic cxpcricnc'c as an inner mental process of altcpd_ing or concentrat-
ing, they presuppose the view that we come by our understanding of what counts as
aesthetic experience by our own iﬁner experiences. It is worth noting that the institu-
tionalist’s rationale for rejecting the subjectivist's picture is not simply because an out-
siders’ ignorance of what arlistic excellence consists in will hamper appreciﬁfion, but
because he or she believes that the phenomenal world lacks the requisite organizing
principles of unity, completeness and coherence. They contend that meaningfulness is
imposed on the phenomenal qualities floating, 55 it were, in the "stream of conscious-
ness” by an external refe;'ence frame in the outerr realm to which they are tied.5 'Héw—

‘cvcr, when institutionalists point out that in the inner realm phenomenal qualities of
shape, relation and colour, of; an artwork like the ikenga are no different from those of
our ordinary experiences of tables, banisters and so on, they mean to suggest that the
content of these phenon‘nenal qualities are fixed By the outer external en_vironrhent. we
should note that the picture théy invoke is of individuals 'situaicd in the inner realm and

rd

looking out to the outer realm to meaningfully sort out the phenomenal qualities.



By insisting that one understands what counts as ah-aesthetic experience when |
one's inner experiences is focused on the artwork and its relation to its artistic tradi-
tion, institutionalists suggest that one learns what counts as aesthetic experience by ref-
erence to one's own inner understanding or private experiences that a& ucstht,lu. in
~ character. This means that one knows only by means of one's own essentially private
process what aesthetic expericnc;: is about. On this picture, a person's understanding

of what counts as aesthetic experience depends solely on his or her inner experiences

and not on a publicly shared notion.

Advocates of the two approachcs arrive at the same view of experience as private
by differing routes — institutionalists by looking outward ta the activities in the external
social envxronment and subjectivists by exa@mng the spu.ml character of the inner
experience. Notwuhstandmg the institutionalist and the subjectivist disagreement on
which side of the inner/outer divide the frame of reference is situated, their differences
are more a matter of detail than of substance. Their construal of acsthetic experience
as an'ess'entially private phenomenon show them to be cnga-gcd in bascially the sump.
. enterprise of propagating a erroneous view of experience that distorts what counts as .

- -

aesthetic appreciation. S

Deflating the "' of the Privacy View o | ' o2

The sceptlcal force of the privacy view of aesthetic experience is built into the con-

-

ceptualization of the mind. Concealed behind the facade of the outer social rcalm the

goings-on in a person’s mind are private and inaccessible to others, but more impor-
* -
'tantly, a person’s self-awareness of h:s or her inner states is treated as something that

" occurs mdependently of others and of how the publ:c social domam is organized. In
- i
particular, it is assumed that one's awa:eness of what counts as appreciation comes

<



about through one's own individual or private undgrstanding; one simply knows because
one is in_direct contact with oné’s inférmoststate. On this picture, the mind is a store-
house of kdowledge and we understand our inner states by reference to'it. The prbb-
lem with this picture is that if one's understanding c.>t“ whait counts as acsthetic experi-
ence is private, the in-built inaccessibility of inner experiences raises the sceptical
challenge of how there can be an essentially shared common notion of acsthetic experi-

ence. The weakness of the privacy view derives from a conceptualization of intention-

al states that depicts the mind as the storehouse of know'l‘c'f.'lgc"nnd the arena in which

our understanding of our environment occurs.

.

In this section, I examine the subjectivist and. instititienalist explanation of our
shared m.)tio_n of aesthetic experience in light of their p.rivai:y view of experience. The
objective is to determine the legitimacy of the subjectivist and ihslilutionulist concep-
tions oé aesthetic apprecizition by assessing the consequences of the 'pfivucy view of
experience on the possibility of a shared notion of aesthetic experience and on aesthet-

ic practice.

A - —

Propelled by a desire to show that we share a common understanding of aesthétic’

appreciation, institutionalists employ the third-person perspective to study the aclivi-
ties, responses and reactions of people in the art practice. Their hope is to isolate the
important features that define the inter-subjective ground of shared understanding.
The information obtained from this third-person perspective forcetully impresses on
institutionalists the rele :'of the artwork as a rallyiné_'ﬁ_biﬁl of aesthetic interest. They
suppose that an artwork like the ikenga gtaluette becomes. aesthetically meaningful

when it is viewed in relation to the larger surrounding framework of its art tradition

and they conclude that the enjoyment of the formal unity of the artistic elements occurs

only when the complex inter-connection between the artwork and its artistic tradition is

understood.

i
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On this view, the artwork acts as a springboard for a specific kind of inner experi-

ence lhn{_ is assumed to be the same for all peoplé. For institutionalists, the assump-
tion that our notion of app.rccialion is shared comes from inferring from what is
obs;:rved and projecting one’s own private cxperieoces on to others. If spun out, we
see that this indirect knowledge of our shared ﬁotic‘m of appreciation rests oi a set of
assumplions to the effect lthal what is assumed of others corresponds to what is
assumed of them and that wlat others assume of. them is as others,ass‘ume, of them.
As the participants in the art practice increase, the assumptiolns'multiply: the ﬁmltiplic—
ity of individuals' scpa;atc assumptions aboul others in lerms of what is assumed of
them is taken to make up our public shared notion of appreciatiofl. It is not necessary
to query institutionalists about how this complex system of assumptions -work. nor about.
how we knbw that others’ assumption of what counts as aesthetic experience corre-
sponds to our own notions of it. What is important here is to see that institutionalists
arc illicitly reading from our ¢veryday shared notion of appreciation to prove that their

notion of aesthetic appreciation can, in principle, be shared.

We should remember that the issue here is not whether in ordinary life there is
mutual understanding still less a shared notion of appreciation, but whether on'tht‘:
institutionalist’s conception it is possible to have a shared notion of aesthetic apprecia-
tion. ‘Institutionalists expect that showing the shared notion of aesthetic experience in,
our everyday world proves their point. But this is misguided, for to prove that the
notion of aesthetic appreciation is contingently shared is not to prove that the institu-
tionalist’s: notion of appreciation as private is essentially shared. We should note that
assuming the matter at stake does not constitutc'proof that people have a common
unc}erslandin_g of what counts as aesthetic appreciation. That can be done only if insti-

tutionalists can provide a direct means of discerning others’ inner experiences, which is

impossible since on their conception of the mind a person’s inner experiences are pri-
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vate and inaccessible. Thus, if — as institutiendlists suggest — one comes by an under-
. standing of what counts as aesthetic experience by an_essentially private process, if a

person's inner life is privileg.ed,‘and if we know that others appreciate only by inferring

~

from our own case, then we cannot posgibly have a shared notion of apprteciation.

.-

v
This is not to say that individuals do not have a private understanding of their

inner experiences but that, if they do, we cannot in principle know about them and so
we have no way of eslablist;ing that we mean the same thing by acsthetic experience.,
* The c:h)'sastrous effect of this is that we ‘cannot have a public notion of aesthetic experi-
ence, and the possibility of a shared aes.thetic practice is undcrrmincd. True, our
actions and comments seem to reveal the fact that we appreciate an object, but nobody
should think that because actions reveal appreciation, overt physical manifestations

constitute the appreciation. The error in the view is that it illegitimately assimilates
o e

aesthetic experience to a behavioural act, in other words it behaviourizes it.

iy < .

If institutionalists” difficulties start from their inability to establish un(inlcr-
subjective criterion of understanding inner experiences, subjectivists are determined to
resolve the problem. Aware of the im_portancc of establishing that everybody has the
same-inner experiences, they employ the first-person perspective to examine the inter-
nal relations of aesthetic experience and then go on to define a criterion of sameness
for‘ all inner experiences. The introspective 'pcrspcctivc is ideally suited to the task
Becguse it enables the subjectivist to isolate the five features, (as we saw in chapter
one), that distinguish aesthetic expefience. By noting the internal characteristics of the

mental event, the subjectivist fixes the character of the inner experience and belicves

that that ensures that everybody means the same thing by appreciation.

But despite the valiant atfempts to fix the character of aesthetic experience, sub-

jectivists are unable to account for our shared notion of the experience. Even if we
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agree with the spbjee;,tivist that our inner experience meets with their requirements, how
do we determine that others have the same inner experiences and that they are making
the.right correlations? Indeed, how do we tell that our inner experience are identical?
It is simply not sufficient to issqe a description of what the mental event looks like.
There must also be a means of ensuring that peoﬁ[_g are identifying the same mental
process, in other words, that tl;ey are playing by the rules. Thus — for subjectivists ~
to establish ‘that aesthetic appreciation exemplifies cer'tain character traits is not to
prt;ve that people have the same inner experience or a shared comﬁoxx notion of

appreciation.’

L3

An understanding of the basic tenets of subjectivism shows that there is no con-
ceivable way of sharing our private inner experiences. But subjectivists believe that
this can be dealt with by inferrihé tha:: others have the same inner experience as [ do
when they'correctly claim to appreciate, say, an ikenga statuette. However, if the

inner r'eaim‘ is distinct and séparate from the outer, and if access to the inner life of
.olhcr pcopie—is privileged, then we cannot get at their inner éxperiences to establish
"whether or not we share a common notion or have a shared understandihg of apprecia-
tion. TFor all we know, one peréon's understanding of aesthetic expérie:ice miay radical-
ly differ from what another understands, and hypothesizing that the inner experiences
are the same does not remove the doubt — all the more so since there is no good rea-
son to warrant the belief. 'l;hus, if the subjectivi;t's conceptualization of the nature of
aesthetic experience is correct, then we cannot have a shared common notion pf’appre-
ciation. And, if there is no publicly shared understandiﬁg of what we mgéan by aesthet-

ic experience; then we cannot have an aesthetic practice.

It is worthwhile to note the fact that in the ordinary everyday world we have a

shared common public notion of aesthetic experience. This exposes the fundamental
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mistake in the subjectivist and i_nstitutionalis‘t accounts of aesthetic expériencc. The
central difficulty in their accg,u'nts derives from their construal of the mind as a closed
inaccessible realm, Thjs rg{;es the question 6f how we can possibly move from the pri-
vate inner realm where understanding takes plﬁce to the outer pllbli§ realm where
shared practices occur, If this traqsition cannot be made, then it is difficult to see how
individuals can get together and to organize common practices. This means that il
what counts as nppreciatiori is learnt privately without reference to public checks and '
socially defined processes of validation and justification, then there cannot be a shared
aesthetic practice to back up individual’s private understanding ol acsthetic experience.
And if there is no shared aesthetic praétice to back up a person’s inner cxpcri'cncc,

then the idea of an aesthetic practice would be an hallucination.

The Peculiar Logic of Psychological Notions

If the subjectivist and institutionalist construe aesthetic experience incorrectly,

what does this say for the idea that aesthetic appreciation is a definite inner event

brought about by following specific procedures? Since the two accounts are under-
pinned by the same basic picture of Aippreciation as a definite inner event or state of
mind that comes from gllowing certain specific rules or guidelines, what applies to one

theory applies to the other.

Enticed by ttze parallel relationship of the inner and the outer, philosophers pro-
ceed to understand the mind on analogy with the outer realm. In the same way that we
learn about objects and events of the outer world, it is supposed that we understand
what counts as apprec;imion by a similar process. In constming‘apprcciation as a defi-
nite event, subjectivists take the criteria of what counts as appreciation to be idcnticul

to that by which a definite event is known. This implies that like events in the outer
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realm, abprccia@ion is explicable in‘terﬁis‘g;f certain necessm-"y. .and sufficient condi-
tions. In other words, :hey can be isolated and picked out in much the same way any
definite objects and events can be identified. Following the same line of reasoning, we
assume that appreciation comes from follf:wing ll;t; proper rules or theories of appreci-
ation. The presupposed causal rclntién is-akin to the one that holds between a drug
and a state of hallucination, one in which a given effect follows once the nccessa:y and

“sufficient, conditions apply. This move [ shall argue misconstrues intentional notions

‘ \ . . -
linked to self-awareness and distorts what counts as aesthetic apBrpcmtwn.S

But does, the occurrence of a feeling as described by the subjectivists establish
- appreciation? Is it necessarily trie that alt cases of appreciation are accompanied by a
feeling as subjectivists believe? Do the same relevant conditions for identifying a defi-

nite object apply in identifying what counts as aesthetic appreciation? Indeed, can we

legitimately specify beforehand what the character of a person’s acsthetic response will

be?

Consider a situation in which anl .individﬁm has the type of feeling that corresponds
o Beardsley's five symptons but where there is no instance of appreciation in the ordi-
‘nary sense in which having an appreciation is understood. Suppose that clluring clinical _
trials a neurologist manipulates certain centres of a patient’s brain and stimulates in
him or her the feeling of aesthetic appreciation. While in this state, the patient has all
the symptons that cgrrespond to the subjectivist's description of appreciation and
claims that he or she was actually appreciating a;l artwork.? This is a case of a pheno-
menological event that satisfies the subjectivist’s description but without the relevant

f

contextual conditions being present. Would subjectivists treat this as a genuine case of

appreciation since they insist that it is a feeling that identifies and underpins apprecia-

tion?
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'Of course not. They would argue that this example derives from either a misre-

~

presentation or an overly literal understanding of their views. They would correctly
point out ‘that the absence of a relevant context of practice means that the patient's
feelings cnﬁﬁot appropriately be taken as a genuine case of aesthetic appreciation. In
addition, they would contend that the mere occurrence of a phenomenological event,
even if it resembles the five symptons, cannot be taken as establishing an incidence of
appreciation. In making this contention, subjectivists would maintﬂ;; that their discus-
‘sioh about the specific character of appreciation presupposts the normal context in
-which an artwork is present, and an individual is cons;:iously all(:llldil'lg to the artwork,

not a clinical experiment. ~ °

.

We should realize that in appealing to the need of a 'rclcvnnl context, subjéclivisls
are importing a feature that was not initiﬁlly part of their definition of aesthetic experi-
ence and which they did not think was‘a relevant featurc in establishing a criteria of
identification. This .hppeal. to features other than phenomenological occurrences in
explaining aesthetic expericnce constitutes an abandonment, or at least a.n i‘mpﬁrtum
shif;. from their initial philosophical position according to which appreciation is
expléined by a feeling. There is no question that subjectivists intend thejr criteria of
identifying aesthetic experiences to function in a relevant context, but in excluding this

. \ .
important variable in their criteria of identification they misconstrue aesthetic experi-
ence. They fail to see that appreciation does not have a fixed nature, that it is not
. something that can be characterized in advance -of a context ana before the occurrence
of a specific case. Contrary to what they suppose, appreciation is not somclhinb; we
can break down into units nor make sense of in isolation to what goes on during the
— (7 occasion. This shows that it is a different kind of thing fnim a definite dbject or event.
Thus, the subjectivist's attempt to specify beforehand the character of aesthetic experi-

\
" ence misconstrues the peculiar logic of human experience.
&
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But cannot the subjectivist legitimately argue that in a relevant context in Wh‘fﬁﬁ if ]
is appropriate to speak of appreciation, aesthetic experience is underpinned Iby a feel-
_ing, or might even be cor:'éctly described as a state of mind? No doubt the move 1s
plausible but it is illegitimate. The need for a relevant context to determine wheth;r or
not an experience is aesthetic points to a significant difference in the character of
acsthetic appréciation that distinguishes it from definite events or dbjects that can be
isolated or picked out by their distinguishing traits. As we shall see shortly, the same
cannot be done for aesthetic experience or appreciation if only because the given cri-
teria for isolating appreciation is too restrictive and needs to be widened. However,
widening it involves a radical revision of the main substance of the subjectivist (and the
institutionalist) assumption lh!?.l appreciation is a definite event, or a state of mind, or-.

a feeling.

Nevertheless, suppose we grant subjectivists the point that their discussion deals
only with normal cases of aesthetic appreciation. Is it even in its proper context

underpinned by a feeling? In other words, is it a feeling that defines appreciation?

Consider a case in which a viewer at an exhibi;iorr is attracted to the artistic mer-
its of a particular ikenga statue. He or she spends time looking at other exhibits but
occasionally keeps back-tracking to examine this particular statuette. Suppose an
explanation’ is solicited from the viewer for his or her behaviour. We learn that what
fascinates the viewer is the technical artistry displayed by the artist, the mastery of his
medium and the unique compoéilional balance of the disparate units. He or she mar-
vels at how the carver obtained the spiralling coils of horns with limited resources, how
he was‘ able to strike a balance between conformity to tradition and expressing some-
thing of himself. Knowing something about the ikenga cult, the viewer muses at how,

despite the elaborate ornamentation, this particular statuette does not compromise the

02



aggressiveness which is generic to the ikenga cult. Suppose when asked about what he
—_ A

or she feit when in the presence of the statuette the viewer gives n quizzital look and

says "Nothing in particular!” but nevertheless, that he or she appreciates the work.

Subjectivists would immediately contend that there is a feeling, even if it is not
apparent to the viewer. They would insist that from the viewer's behaviour it is obvi-
ous' that he or she had a special feeling for this object, and that if we examine the

viewer's mind at the time of appreciation, we will discover the presence of specinl phe-

-

nomenological responses.

\
Before attending to this subjectivist reply we should note the subtle_suggestion that

the aesthetic feeling is not neéessarily_something that one (that is, the viewer) is aware
of but something that can be known only through introspection. It would lgc‘i)rcmulurc
at this stage to ask the subjectivist how such an event can occur without the viewer
being aware of it, or what the difference is between having a feeling that the viewer is
not aware of and having no feclings at all. After all, it might still be possible, contrary
to the viewer's claims, to discover a feeling-that Fluded‘ his or her attention. Noncthe-
less, we should note that this philosophical resort to introspection reveals that subjecti-
vists are firmly convinced of the legitimacy of their views and are determined to estab-
lish at all costs that there is a specific feeling. Thus, the resort to introspection is more

in aid of vindicating their claim that appreciation is a definite event than it is a true

description of what goes on in appreciation,

Suppose we are able to introspect the viewer's mind during the time of apprecia-
tion. An inifial problem arises — where do we start? When the viewer first sees the
statuette, in the mxddle of the viewing, when he or she is shunting back and forth, or
when it hits or dawns on the viewer that he or she likes the work? But what is the "it”

that hits him or her? A flash of light? A force? How is this "it" to be identified? What
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does it take for. sotnethihg to "dawn” on one? Moreover, is this "it" the feeling? qus
"it" dfsnppear when the viewer is looking at other exhibits and come back when he or .
she is in front of the statuétte? Or maybe it follows him or her around? If so, does it
intrude in the observation of the other exhibits? In short, we need to be clear on what

this definite state or feeling is like if we are to give it much credence.

- Subjectivists may charge that adopting this line of examination is facetious. Still
they may be willing to admit that the act of [ checking our minds while viewing the sta-’
luette dlscngages our attention from aesthetic concentration and inhibits the Joccurrence
of the phenomenological event. But if they take this route they risk undermining their
own conception of appreciation as-a definite event and of making feeling superfluous in
explaining appreciation. For this route involves acknowledging that having a feeling is
neither necessary nor sufficient for appreciation. However, if subjectivists insist on
retaining their conception of appreciation as a feeling, they face a quixotical situation
of treating genuine cases of aesthetic appreciation as un-aesthetic anci exlﬁosing their
posilion as nénsensical. For if what underpins appreciation is the feeling that one has,
if the criteria by which we know this feeling warrants our being aware of the feeling,
and if being aware of the feeling disengages one's attention from nesthenc issues, how
_ can one possibly appreciate an artwork? This by no means disproves the occurrence of
a feeling in appreciation, but what it does show, however, is the illegitimacy of explain-
ing or defining appreciation in terms of a feeling. What it shows is that if a viewer's

appreciation is accompanied by a feeling, then it must be the case that the viewer has

already appreciated the object, in which case appreciation cannot be explained by
means of a feeling.

v

The fact that feeling cannot explain appreciation means that it is not only radically

misguided to construe aesthetic experience as such, but that taking it to be a definite
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event or state distorts what counts as appreciation. Obviously, subjectivists came to

-

thelr erroneous conception of apprec:at:on by focusing just on those cases in which a._

’

feelmg accompames apprecmtlon But they multiplied the error by using their narrow

conception to set in advance of all contexts and particular cases what counts as acsth-

etic experience.

Much of what has been said so far applies to the institutionalist’s conception of

appreciation as something that comes about by following the relevant rules and theories
of the ‘art practice. The error lies in th-e idea of regularity presupposed by a causal
re'lationship; namely that aesthetic appreciation is a matter of standing in 1; certain
'fi);ed relation to an artwork which®regularly follows the application of the relevant
rules and theories. Like subjectivists, it is clear too that institutionalists arrived at
their conclusion by limiting their attentionto just those cases in whiclh appreciation
results from employing the relevant rules. Had they extended the scope of their inves-
tigation, they would have come across cases that go against their coﬁccplion, cases that
would have highlight-‘éd the fundamental error of 1hei.r view. [ shall quickly consider
two cases to show that abiding by the rules and\ﬁlheories does not necessarily explain
how viewers appreciate, The first deals wiEh a case in which rules are followed and
appreciation does not result, and the second is one in. which a viewer appreciates an
unfamilidr artwork like the ikenga without even knowing the reievant rules or theories

for its appreciation. '

-

Vlctlms of racial stereotyping often have difficulties appreciating the. putative
"artistic” qualities of certain artworks. Despue applymg the relevant literary rules of
appreciation, many Jews have had their appreciation of The Merchant of Venice

« diminished by the stereotypical role of Shylock, and many Blacks are put off by the

social message of Othelio.10
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Institutionalists would ;1rgue that this supports their view that correctly applying
the relevant rules of appreciation b'rings. about 'appr;:ciation. They ;NOU!d éay that the
overly sensitive reaction of the Jews. and Blacks showed that they had not attended to
the artisic’ quality of the plays but rather were swag;ed by the social content of the
works. Thé argument would be that had members of this group approached the plays

_ nﬁvorks. of art. ﬁnd correctly employed the 'rules of appreciation, they would have seen
the literary accomplishments of Shakespeare. In other words, they would have appre-

ciated the plays. That they failed, it seems, is only because they did not follow the

correct procedure.

-

It is certainly truc that Jews and Blacks. respond the way they do because of the
social message of the plays, but the point is that having applied the relevant rules of
npprcciationhlhe appropriate response should follow. If the relation between rules and
appreciation is a causal one, and appreciation is a chusally influented response, then
the reader should appreciate the plays after applying the relevant rules. Arguing that , ‘

. - [ 4
the expected effect did not occur ‘because non—aestheﬁ_c issues were considered is like
argping that a hallucinogenic drug failed to act beczi';x_se one worried about its side-
‘Efﬁ:éts. Regardless of corollary interests of the reade:.x:s, the fact that aesthetic appre-

' 1o

ciation failed to occur reveals the error in the idea that the relationship between rules

(and theories) and aesthetic appreciation is causal. -

Moré?ver, it is illegitimate to suggest that the reason appreci.ation tails to follow is
because the readers did not correctly apply the relev:..llnt rules and theories of apprecia-
tion. To make such a move is to locate what brings about appreciation in correct
application of rules rather than in the rules themselves. This amounts to défining cor-

<

rect procedure in terms of having an aesthetic appreciation, in other words, it ties the

occurrence of aesthetic appreciation to the act of following rules and theories correctly.
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Such a view suggests that appreciation sets the rules and gnlﬁanizes people to uctibﬁ,
and it visualizes rules as the force that marches people off to aesthetic appreciation.

Should this happen, not only will rules become redundant, they will also loosc their

point having been robbed of cognitive content. .

But do rules function in the way envisaged? Do they bring about acsthetic appreci-

ation even when correctly applied by those who are well-informed abount the relevant

- r

artistic rules and theories? Consider some professionals at work. Without intending to

downplay or dismiss the relevance of other contributary factors, the basis of the recent

dispute in the selection committee of the New York Film Festival centered on reversing
b

. -~
the negative vote some members had cast on two films — The Whales of August and

Federico Fellini's Interview. The group that cast the negative vote refused to rescind
their decision on the ground that they failed to appreciate the "soft middiebrow” artistic
taste of the two films. What the dissenters are saying is thai having employed the rele-
vant rules and theories i apprasing the two fi}ms, they are inable to appreciate the

aesthetic quality of what they saw.11

If appreciation is causally linked to rules and theories as institutionalists assume,

3
there would be unanimity in the members’ response. If playing by the rules or applying
the theories is what explains a viewer's appreciation of an artwork, then whenever the

e

relevant rules or theories are invoked the viewer should appreciate the work. Bul the
lack of unanimity throws into relief the error of tying rules to the (;cfcurrcncc of appre-
_ ciation. If rules are defined in terms of having the actual experience, .thcn simply
knowing the relevant rules and theories will initiate aesthetic appreciation. The mis-
take in the institutionalist's picture is not so much that rules are being portrayed as an

immense force that somehow compels people into aesthetic pleasure as much as the

fact that it illegitimately rules out as inadmissible instances of where rules and theories
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are correctly followed and yet where no appreciation occurs. Institutionalists fail to
recognize that appreciation can occur even when one is unaware and uninformesd of the

relevant rules.

Consider a viewer who is unﬁwa;e of the relevant rules and theories of appreciat- -
ing Igbo art works, but nonetheless makes some incisive discriminations of the works
on display: He or she finds some of the pieces in an exhibition quite appealing, some
tasteless and others of average artistic merit. Since rules or theories are supposed to
bring one to an appreciation of artworks, how would the institutionalist explain this
viewer's prefercnce for some works, d:sh{cc for some, and lukewarm interest for.olh-
ers? To obscure the differences between the responses by contending that they are all
forms of apprcc:auon is not only to trivialize and deny these differences, but also to
refashion illegitimately, the relation between rules and appreci;'.llion to suggest that it is
causal. The error in this is that it comes full circle in presupposing what needs to be

substantiated.

It must be said that while it is true that correct compliance with the rules of appre-
ciation is important, institutionalists fail to note that appreciation need not follow
unless interest in th;'. artistic properties is evinced. Viewers need to ciefine an artwork
as worthy of aesthetic interest in order to z;ppreciate it. So opponents are right to
péint out that the act of following the rules of the artworld cannot, by itself, bri}lg
about appreciation. By ignoring this point institutionalists miss the way in which
notions connected with self-awareness differ from notions that pick out definite objects
and states. They fail to see that notions like appreciation that are connected to self- -
consiousness are different since they do.not pattérn the causalf relation of objects with
a fixed and definite state. So in trying to model appreciation ‘en-the relation of non-
psychological objects, institutionalists distort the nature of appreciation and give a false

account of how we appreciate works of art. P
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What does all this say for the notion of aesthetic experience? If the relationship
between appreciation and rules is not causal, then treating aesthetic expericnce as

something that is brought about by rules misconceives and distorts it.

Institutionalists and subjectivists attempt to get out of the internal inconsistencies

of their theory by invoking a mechanical process of a push-pull csusal relation. Institu-
" tionalists expect that correctly following rules and theories generates appreciation of
artworks, while subjectivists assume that the phcnomcnologi.cul responses that accom-
pany appreciation back up our understanding of aesthetic expcrjcncc. However, the
problem of using quasi-mechanical relations and criteria to explain aesthetic experi-
ence (or psychological notions) is that such mechanical constructions fail to worl-c as
*devised. The severely weakened artsitic interests and preferences [uil to couple prop-
erly with the immensely inflated rule to the chagrin of institutionalists. Similuarly, an
under-emphasized social practice hinders the identification of aesthetic appreciation to
the discomfort of subjectivists, We should note that the weaknesses of this mechanistic
picture cannot simpl)} be solved without addressing the fundamental problems of its

underlying assumptions.

Conclusion

.

The assumption of an inner/outer dichotomy underlying the subjectivist's and the
institutionalist's accounts of aesthetic experience traps their advocates into embracing
the metaphysics and epistemology of the dichotomy. The tendency to construe the
inner on analogy with the outer leads to treating the inner as an exiension of the outer.

Just as we inspect the objects in the outer realm, so we introspect the "objects” of the

inner realm. We theorize about the happenings in the inner realm in the same way

that we construe the nature of events, objects and activities in the outer realm.12 Pro-

[R—— ————
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pelled by fhe power of the contrast, subjectivists and institutionalists commence to talk
.a.bout what couﬁts as agsthelic experience in the same manner that one normally talks
about an art object. When this happens, the notion of aesthetic experience or appreci-
ation is illicitly being construed as something that it is not. In other words, the subjec-
tivist and institutionalist's account of aesthetic experience rests on a misconception of
the criteriz and conditions by which we come to understand wﬁat counts as nestl)letic
appreciation. The problem can only be solved by remdving the inner/outer dichotdmy

.

" that is the root of the difficulty.

As we shall see in the next chapter, doing this shifts the problematic and dissolves

the conceptual framework from which aesthetic difficulties arise. -
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CHAPTER FOUR

APPRECIATION AS ABILITY:
SOCIALIZING MIND AND INDIVIDUALIZING CONTEXT

Here I examine what goes on in the actual practice of appreciating urlwori(s when
the inner/outer dichotomy is set aside. My objective {s to raise some queslionsinbout
the kinds of- things that people generally pay attention to when constructing.a frame-

| work for appreciating artworks. In particular, what shapes the artistic preferences of
individuals, how do they discriminate between good and bad artworks, and what is lhc -
point of their questions about the aesthetic properues of artworks? Moreover, how do_
they decide on these aesthetic properncs and what counts as an t.xplmmhon of lth '
propertics for them? In short, my aim is to determine the relevant uondmons that

make aesthetic apprecmnon possible and to see what it means to say that we appreci-

ate an artwork.

Before proceeding with the central objectives of this chapter, there is need 1o com-
pletely dismantle the remains of the philosophical picture of appreciation that derives
from the inner/outer dichotomy. It is important to do this if we are to learn from and
avoid the errors that vitiate the subjectivist and the institutionalist accounts. With this
in mind, I divide the chapter into two main parts. In the first part, [ examine the
underlying idea of the philosophical assumptlon that there must be an essential feature
to provide an entrance into aesthetic issues or to bring about aesthetic apprecmllon I
argue that the forced separation of formal qualities and contextual features that comes

: from 1solat1ng an essential feature, distorts the character of aesthetic appreciation and

forces philosophers to rely on mysterious forces to activate their mechanistic accounts
s
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of aesthetic experience. In the second part, [ examine how people discern and appre-
ciate the aesthetic properties of an artwork. Using the relativély little i-:nown_ikenga
statuette as a take off point of explanation, I discuss the criteria by which we know
what counts as aesthetic appreciation and what it means to say that we appreciate a
work of art. The value of employiﬁg a relatively obscure artwork is that its unfamiliar-
ity throws into- view the thing§ wernre normally concerned with when we claim to

appreciale an artwork.

- Combatting Philosophical Animation

One of the most prominent issues in aesthetics is the question of the nature .or
essential character of aesthetic appreciation. The search for such essential features is
motivated by the desire to provide a comprehensive description of aesthetic experience
that would enable people to determil;e with certainty whether their response to an art-
work is aesthetic. It is believed that the estaﬁlishment of the basic features of aestheti;:
expcrieﬁce is necessary if we are to understand what truly counts as appreciation.
Howcv;zr,' this séﬁrch for essential features has the- unfortunate effect of directing philo-
sophical attention away from an investigation of what appreciatiofi is in ordinary every-
day life-to an inquiry of what it is in some enduring unchanging state. By asking the
type of question .they do — What is the nature of appreciation? — rather than more
mundlane questions — how do we (especially children) come by our understanding of
what counts as aesthetic appreciation?; how do we éppreciale works of art?; why do
people appreciate one artwork rather than another? — philosophers reduce aesthetic

appreciation to small component parts.

The philosophical tendency to look for the essential feature that provides an

entrance into aesthetic issues is the other side of the view that aesthetic appreciation is
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a definite event. The assumption that there is an essential feature enticres philosophers
to construe appreciation on analogy with objects of the outer realm, in n sense forcing
the mind to stand up to the'conditions of the physical world. The search for the basic
item that underpins aesthetic experience leads to the idea of appreciation as something
composed of separate units. The motivating factor of the search is that there is n unit
that carries the epistemic weight of appreciation which explains what nceds to be
known about the phenomenon. The picture invoked is of a complex phenomenal struc-
ture that is underpinned by and rests on the essential item. “We should realize that
treating aesthetic appreciation as a corﬁplex phenomenal structure suggests that we
appreciate an artwork only when the parts are fitted together. The explanatory frame-
work-to which this picture belongs i_s that of the inner/outer dichotomy in which .nolions

of the inner realm are subject to the causal laws of the outer.

The need to animate theoretical accounts arises from the failure of mechanical

accounts to function as they are supposed to. For instance, when feeling [ails to

explain aesthetic appreciation as predicted the theory is simply animated to force the

facts to fit the case. And when appreciation fails to follow rules, the deviant case is
either ignored or reinterpreged'to suit the facts. To combat these, illcgiﬁmatc processes
in accounts of aesthetic appreciation, we have to see the error in the separation-of for-
mal qualities from contextual features. This separation distorts what counts as appre-
ciation by making the relationship between formal qualities and contextual qualities a
causal rather than an internal one. The definition of a causal relationship leads to the
employm|ent of an inapplicable criteria of understanding that suggests we learn what

counts as appreciation by means ef direct acquaintance with some mental event or

state of mind. This assumption — that appreciation is a definite event with fixed cri- -

teria of identification — funds the false view that there is a basic item that is common

to all contexts and instances of aesthetic appreciation.
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As a first step towards dismantling the essentialist picture of appreciation, I shall
expose t.he error in clevating either formal qualities or contextual features to the role of
explanatory principles and explaining aesthetic appreciation in terms of them. If for--
mal qualities and cbntextual features do not function as explanatory principles in what
counts as appreciation, which is to say that appreciation is not underpinned by or.
reducible to them, then our understanding of what counts as aesthetic appreciation is
by means other than acquaintance with formal qualities or contextual features. I shall .
begin by challenging the subjectivist's narrow conception of -appreciation and showing
that since contextual features are needed to provide a framework within which aesthet-
ic apprecinlion- tags place, they shape the character of the experience. Then I do the
same for the instii_utionalist's overl;( broad conception of appreciation. I argue that
adequate recognition of the role of formal qualities is important in setting the agenda
for what counts as aesthetic appreciation. Yet despite the relevance of both formal
qualitics and contextual fegtures to aeSfﬁetic experience, still our notion of aesthetic
appreciation is not something that can be specified beforehand or exhaustively

described.

Socializing Mind

The widespread belief that aesthetic appreciation is limited to formal qualities of
artworks underpins the subjectivist's contention that non-formal qualities, like the par-
(icular style al?d' period of the work, its artistic tradition, the artist’s-intcntion and the
cultural concerns that initiate the work, are irrelevant to the aesthetic point of view.
Because the subjectivists’ sole concern is with the aesthetic, they argue that little inter-
est be taken in the contextual features of an artwork. After all, they contend, it is to

the artistic features of an artwork that aesthetic experience is directed. The subjecti-
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vist's assumption that appreciation comes from focusing exclusively on the formal ele-
ments of an artwork finds justification in the view that this is the Eeathre that makes
them works-of art rather than exclusively functional objects. Subjectivists believe it is
wrong to allow considerations of roIe and cultural significance to intrude in aesthetic
experience not only because it detracts from the aesthetic point of view: but because

they think it adds nothing to the character of appreciation. Their reason is that con-

. textual features differ from formal qualities in that they are not perceivable and merely

provide an entrance to aesthetic issues. So even though subjectivists readily admit that .

contextual information may increase aesthetic appreciation, they maintain that it adds

nothing to aesthetic appreciation and should not be treated as if it did.l

It is thus misleading to think of subjectivists as denying the existenccbof a back-
ground context even though the role of the contextual features in appreciation is under-
emphasized. It is important to stress that the restriction of aesthetic appreciation to
formal qualities is not intended to deny the existence of the contextual fe'a.lurcs of art-
works but rather to establish the felevant grounds for what is to be properly understood

as aesthetic appreciation.

Nonetheless, the philosophical separation of formal qualities from the non-formal
context in which they are embedded, and from which they derive their meaning, has
the effect of eliminating contextual information about the artwork from accounts of
aesthetic appreciation. This construal o_f contextual features as having minimal impor-
tance to the appreciation of formal qualities exaggerates the rélc and significance of
formal qualities. Furthermore, the construal sets up an explanatory framework in
which aesthetic appreciation is characterized only in terms of the formal qualities that

constitute the dominant explanatory feature of the framework. The cognitive illusion

created that formal qualities are the features that explain aesthetic appreciation per-
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mits philosophers to suggést that we grasp the artistic significance of an artwork with-
out reference to its artistic and cultural tradition. Once thc'suggestion is put to theo-
retical use the separation of formal qualities and contextual features takes effect. This
separation funds the subjectivist's view that by rapturously listening to the alternating
musical cadences of, say, Beethoven's Concerto in C minor or by contemplating the-

upward sweeping design of the ikenga, a person may appreciate (or grasp) the artistic

significance of the formal qualities of the artwork.
!

’

It is not immediately apparent thalt we draw on'con,texlual features to appreciate a
worlg of art, especially if the' artwork belongs to one’s own culture. If the artwork
meets with convelitional expectations of what a work of art is — as the ipaintings of the
Canadian Group of Seven do — one i§ hardly aware that he or she is drawing on the
non-formal aspects of an artwork in appreciating these artworks. However, when an
unusual artwork or artistic style is encountered and one lacks the contextual informa-
tion to .cstablish a rapport 'with the object, we come to notice the role of contextual
features in"shaping the character of aesthetic response. To one who is unfamiliar with
an ikenga ;tatuetlc, it would seem that the éssumptioh that aesthetic experience or
appreciation is. limil_ed to ;hr_: ‘formal qualities of an artwork is plainly misguided.

Nonetheless, claims of this sort are often made with regard to appreciating works of

art, and some often seriously heed them.2

in fact some Westerners publicly claim they are interested just in the foi’mal ele-
menfs that _define the distinctive character of traditional African artforms. Their inter-
est, they say, is limited to such things as the imaginative expressiveness and the sche-
matic character of objects. They see no difficuity in the possibility of fully appreciating
these qualities without having an informed understanding of the relevant art tradition

of the works in question. Like their philosopher counterparts, these Westerners argue
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that an informed understanding of the cultural context.adds nothil‘lg. to the nesthetic
point of view, indeed has nothit_lg to do with it. If anything, they contend, it interferes
with aesthetic purity and diminishes the intensity of the formal elements by bringing
into focus factors that are antithetical to the aesthetic viewpoint. Just as subjectivists
contend, these viewers want to restrict their ;ppreciaﬁon to the abstract formal quali-

ties of the ikenga on the grounds that there is nothing else to be appreciated in the sta-

tuette over and above its sensuous qualities, the design, the exhibited frontality, and

the compact unity and simplicity/of the form.3

there is a sense, albeit a commonsensical one, in which it is perfectly

acce.fu_a,b\l\e to limit one's aesthetic interest to stylistic features and the cffect they have
on the expressive character of the work. We can indet.;d derive aesthetic pleasure
when we attend to the formal qualities of an artwork. But this must be distinguished
from the philosophical viewpoint that we are discussing. For example, the common-
sense view clearly applies when one is interested in recurring or divergent stylistic fea-
tures and trends, or when one has- neither the time nor the inclination to increase one's
knowledge of the works on display, as is the case with many visitors at art exhibitions.
In this ordinary sense, aesthetic appreciation .obviously need not be limited to a consid-
eration of stylistic features of a work of art. It is not beilg suggested that this is the

- best perspective or the only way of appreciating artworks, nor is it being argued that

contextual features are irrelevant to understanding the meaning of stylistic elements.

The situation with regard to the philosophical view is, however, quite different.

~———Underpinning the philosophical understanding of the claim that aesthetic appreciation

is limited to stylistic features is the view that there aré in every case certain features of
artworks that are aesthetically pleasing and certain features that are not; that there are

certain spiéial attitudes that are legitimately brought to appreciation and others that
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are not; and that things like contextual features do not fall within the recommended
range of qualities that can legitimately be treated as gesthctic.‘ The important prescrip-
tion that follows is that there is nothing else to appreciate in artworks other than their

formal qualities. In other words, the aesthetic appreciation of the ikenga must be only

of the formal qualities of the statuette.

It is not important to query subjectivists here on the plausibility of the assumption
that a neat separation can be made between formal qualities and the contextual fea-
tures that inform them and shape the character of one'§ aesthetic response. For the
moment, we shall go alg;lg with them and suppose that this separation can plausibly be
made. As we noted, the subjectivists’ attempt to rigidly circumbscribe what counts as

-

appreciation independently of particular cases and in advance of all contexts is what
oA

distinguishes the philosophical view from the commonsense view. While the common-
sense view merely allows for the possibility of limiting aesthetic interest to ;fylistic fea-
tures, the philosophical view requires it. In taking this stance, the philosophical view |
makes the large claim that what counts as aesthetic appreciation is explained by for-
mal qualities, in other words that aesthetic appreciation is reducible to formal quali-
ties. This means that acquaintance with formal qualities amounts to acquaintance with

what counts as aesthetic appreciation, which is to say, that we come to appreciate or

have an appreciation of an artwork when we perceive its formal qualities.

What is unsatisfactory with the subj'ectivist prescription about the qualities that are
or ﬁrc not improper for aesthetic appreciation of an artwork is not simply that it fails
to accept that aesthetic appreciation might be informed by non-formal or contextual
features but that it limits appreciation to it. It fixes the nature of appreciation such
that it solely depends on acquaintance with formal qualitics. The problem with this

construal is that it fails to see that an encounter with formal qualities does not auto-

108



matically follow from an understanding of the artistic significance of the object or with
appreciation. The issue here is not so much about the narrow limits dfawn around the
notion of appreciation as it is about a notion of aesthetic experience that conceives of

appreciation as having a direct experience with the formal qualities of an artwork.

The underlying idea of-aesthetic appreciation as a phenomenon that follows_the per-

o

cebtion of formal qualities treats it as being constructed out of something specific locat-
ed in the formal qualities of an artwork. This idea caters more to the basic assump-
 tions of the inner/outer explanatory framework than td how people appreciate nrlwofk.
This characterizes aesthetic appreciation as being a definite event with a criteria of
identification that is similar to that of objects, an event that we can isolate and exam-

* ine its constituent parts to see how they are combined. The problem with this view is
o

that it misguidedly treats the mind as an extension of the outer physical world.4

The deep-seated conviction of subjectivists that aesthetic appreciation is limited to
formal qualities involves the claim that formal qualities are necessary for the oceur--
rence of appreciation. We should. note that in this sense of necessary, aesthetic appre-
ciation is being construed as straightforwardly allied with formal qualitics, the sugges-
tion being that they function as the sufficient condition for appreciation. But to see
that this construal is false, we need only consider a case in which the formal clements
of the artworks are present and the audience fails to see the point of nor appreciate

-their artistic qualities. For proper cultural balance, [ shall consider two historical

examples.

In 'the late 19th to early 20th centuries many Europeans were bewildered when

S

African artifacts first made their debut in Europe. Familiar only with Greek, Roman

and Italian Renaissance artistic styles, the idealized and schemalic representations of
p: :

African art were thought to be untutored and childish. Viewers' sensibilities were



‘ o -
offended by diminutive figures with distorted anatomical proportions unabashedly dis-
plnying.citlier. outsize erect penises, or voluptuous projecting cones for breasts. In
addition these figures displayed severely truncated limbs, grossly enlarged heads with
inscrutable facial expressions, and were often embellished with. difty rags, raffia or

feathers. Finding no obvious® similarity to what they understood as art, these works

were scorned and derided as lacking artistic merit.

At the other end of the spectrum is the more recent response of a Nigerian audi-
ence to the tour of the Bolshoi ballet theater. The languid musical score of classical
ballet is in sharp contrast to the snssy,:pizlsaling tempo loved by Nigerians. Expecting
a lively engaging performance, the audience was treated to introspective solo passages
that they found depressing. Theéy were unable to follow the logic of the pas de deux
and were unimpressed by the choreographic co-ordination which was seen as jerky.
Worse still, the pirouettes were considered potentially dangerous and of no spécial val-
ue to rhythmic movement, while the juml;; and ‘kigks were regarded as unnecesszfrily

exhibitionist and lacking in decorum.. Catcalls, boos and walkouts were the response
}

to the artistic endeavours of the dancers resulting in the tour's abrupt cancellation.d

Now philosophers might want to say that .th.is merely shows that European viewers
of a century ago and the Nigerian audience of today are ignorant with regards to these
artforms. That mi‘ght very well be so. But this is just to concede the point that percep-
tion of [ormnl-qualilies does r;ot result’ in aesthetic appreciation. In other words,

: : )

aesthetic appreciation is not underpinned by formal qualities alone. That ignorance of
contextual features can inhibit aesthetic appreciation shows that contextual features
shape the character of appreciation, however much subjectivists dislike the idea. Fur-

thermore, we should realize that the,subjectivist’s appeal to ignorance to explain the
6, 5UD) PP g P

viewers' lack of appreciation is clearly illegitimate. This is because the appeal illicitly
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imports external features that are outside the scope of formal qualities to explain the
absence of what formal qualities should have produced. The fact that viewers can
attend to the formal artistic qualities of artworks and still not see them as such, reveals

not only that more weight has been plalced on formal qualities than they can possibly

bear, but also that the subjectivist’s conception of aesthetic appreciation is defective.

If appreciation does not occur when attention is on formal qualities, then apprecia-
tion cannot be explained by reference to, nor said to rest squarely on, formal qualities.
This does not however imply that formal qualities are irrelevant to acsthetic apprecia-

tion only that what counts as aesthetic appreciation is not limited to formal qualities.

\.l ‘But subjectivists might counter that they are not clajming that the mere presgnce of
formal elements automalical[y institutes aesthetic apprectation, only that they are nee-
essary for it: They would argue that viewers can attend to formal qualities of an art-
work and yet not appreciale the artwork. For it does not follow [rom the fact that
something is a necessary condition that what it is a condition of would oceur once the
mininal conditions exist. Subjectivists might even go so far as to contend that for :lhcir
view to be discredited, it needs to be established lhai aesthetic appreciation is possible

~without it being dependent on, or presupposing the formal qualitics of an artwork. In
other words, they might argue that it must be shown that flwre canr be an instance of

aesthetic ap%ciation in which formal qualities are absent.

It is worth noting that in making this claim, subjectivists have actually shifted their
position from the problematic strong sense of their original claim to a more plausible
weaker version of it. Nevertheless, traces of the initial problematic of the strong claim
remain, namely that there is a set of features on which the notion of appreciation, or
what counts as aesthetic appreciation, depends. The idea that, in a weak sense, the
isolated egscnlial features or formal qualities can be picked out, or substituted for what
counts as appreciation, is similarly misguided.
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Consider. the case of a group of Western viewers at their first 9xhibitiqn of African
art. Their initial reaction is one of perplexity. They are confused by the strange scu]p—
tural forms of the exhibits around thejn, and they find it dlfficult to appreciate an artls-
"tic vision that construes a human skull as an aesthetic pbjecl. Upon reflection, these
vic;wqrs locate the source of their poor aesthetic response in their limited understanding
of the relevant art practice. Suppose in the meantime that some or all-c')f these viewers
take lessoﬁs and research African art. They learn about the cultural background of
- ‘most of these wofk;,.nbout their social role, the meaning and significance of their artis-

tic referents, and the principles of design underpinning their creation. Suppose eventu-

ally that these viewers come to see and appreciate the formal elements of the artwork.

Now c¢ven if the subjectivist claim that appreciation of works of art is limited to
formal i]uulities'isrconstr_ued in the weak sense, a problem still‘remains. A paradox
nriécs in which both aesthetic perplexity and aesthetic appreciation are being explained
by reference to. formal qualities of the objects. If in the weak sense aeslhetic apprecia-
tion can be explained by fcymal qualities and at the same time they (the formal quali-
ties) explain viewers' initial bewilderment, then thcy must be or mean the same lhmg,
if only because aesthetic appreciation and aesthetic perplexity are explained by refer-
ence to the same set of features. .‘_On this interpretation, what counts as aesthetic
appreciation would paradoxically be no different from what counts as aesthetic per-
plexity. However, the fact that the viewers' difficulties were eliminated after their
inquiry into the objects’ social and artistic traditions establishes that there is a substan-
tial difference between perplexity and appreciation. Thus, even in the weak plausible
sense it is misguided to assume that formal qualities z"n'e necessary in our understanding

" of what counts as aesthetic appreciation.



The issue here is not simply that the im;bility of formal qualities to initiate aesthet-
ic interest establishes that appreciation is ndt underpinned by formal qualities, but
rather that the grounding of‘appreciatioﬁ on formal qualities illegitimately implies that
there is a sense in which the two are interchangeable. The relnson that this is {alse is
that what validates our claim to an aesthetic appreciation of an artwork is not the fact
that appreciation corresponds to formal qualities nor {hnt formal qualitics are per-
ceived. In fact, that viewers grasped the point of these artworks only after a review ol
the contextual features of thejn'rtworks exposes the error in grounding appreciation on
formal qualities and of narrowly defining the limits of the notion of appreciation such
that the two are identicals ' Formal elements can assume the kind of explanatory role
suggested by subjectivists only if it is possible to substitute what counts as appreciation
without loss of meaning with the formal qualities of an artwork, and this us.wc have

seen has not been done,

However, subjectivists are-often quick to support their claims about the nature of
aesthetic appreciation by noting that it agrees with what reasonably competent people
say goes on during our aesthetic experience of an artwork. That might weil be so.
But, we should realize that if artistically sophisticated viewers like art critics and theo-
rists give epistemic priority to formal qualities in ‘their explanation, it is only because
they have learnt the relevant conventional practices and possess the requisite ability to
make aesthetic judgments regarding to the works in question. For them, the role of the
rich contedxltual features is rarely ever at issue. It is so familiar, so pedestrian, that it is
normally never considered. If they hardly notice the contextual framework through
which they are looking,'that cannot be taken as implying that the framework is not
there, or that contextual features are not interconnected with their undertanding and

appreciation of formal issues.
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Since competent viewers arc well trained in the important aspects of the artistic
and cultural framework and possess the requisite skill, their evaluation of the artistic
quality of works of art take places against a framework of what is known aboﬁt the
ideas fepresented in the object, who the artist is, what he or she stands for, and the
kind of designs and techniques that are typical of the relevant artistic school. As a
result, the character of tl;eir aesthetic response is shaped by what they know about the
object. Hence they cannot legitimately state, much legs, explicate a single feature that
explains or grounds their aesthetic appreciation of an artwork. To do so would be to
rcly.on an unconscious or implicit notion of what aesthetic expericnce is supposed to
be and this would not on1;r be specula.live -~ there being no way to decisively tell where
contextual influences end and formal qualities begin — it would also reinllroduce the
hoary crrors of the inner/outer dichotomy and falsely suggest that we come bylour

\

understanding of what counts as appreciation by investigating the psychological recess-

¢s of the mind.

-~

There is.no question about the role and relevance of contextual features in con-
structing a [ramework for cvaluatioh, and ultimately in shaping the character of a per-
son’s appreciation of an artwork. Had subjectivists examined the blausibility of the
idea that a neat separation can be made between formal qualities and contextual fea-
tures they would have come 1o see the spurious nature of their enterprise. The simple

fact of the matter is that a genuinely distinct separation cannot be made.

Individualizing Context

But does that mean that boundaries cannot be drawn to delimit the scope of aesth-
etic concerns? Seduced by the role of contextual features in explaining the meaning of

artistic symbols, imagery and designs and in shaping appreciation, institutionalists have
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tended to play down the relevance and role of que;tion; of artistic excellence in appre-
ciation. Focusing more on the role of conventional practices, they argue that aesthetic
appreciation is explained by contexlnal features, in other words that contextunl fea-
tures underpin aesthetic appreciation. For example, Danto suggests that it is only by
means\ of artistic theories that we come to appreciate an artwork, and Dickie believes
that it is by situating the objects that have been conferred with the candidacy. of appre-

ciation in their relevant artistic tradition that we can see their poinl.6 The overly broad
‘ limits they have drawn around what counts as artistic practice means that questions of
the formal excellence of a.rtworks is pushed aside. On this picture, any artifact can be

conferred with the candidacy of appreciation and presented as an artwork.

Consider the claim that one can grasp and better appreciale. the aesthetic signili-
cance of an artwork the more one understands the artistic tradition and the relevant
artistic theories of the art practice. The institutionalist’s point is that an informed
understanding of the context is necessary for appreciation since it is only against the
background provided by contextual features that the artistic merit of an art object is
;evéalcd. There is something definitely right here since a greater understanding of the
specific features of the Igbo art practice and of the cultural significance of ikenga sta-
. tuettes enhances our appreciation. A-s any first-time viewer to an African art exhibi-
tion would confirm, one needs some idea of the culture and artistic tradition to which
the art object belongs in order to have a fuller picture of its artistic merits. For
instance, unless one knows that the human skull in the hand of the ikenga figure sym-

bolizes courage and prowess and is not a purely decorative motif, one is more than

likely to misunderstand its artistic intent.

But in spite of the fact that we need to situate the ikenga statuelle in its artistic

tradition, there is something unsatisfactory in treating knowledge of the Igbo art prac-
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tice as the essential item that explains or underpins aesthetic appreciation. Of course,
it is clear that institutionalists are not suggesting that knowledge of artistic theories and
‘the artistic convention is sufficient for appreciation, only that it is necessary for it.
. They are aware that the attitudinal stance like the preferences and motives that one
brings to appreciation, as well as the interest which people e:lxpress'for artistic excel-
lence, are all part and parcel of what goes towards shaping the character of a viéwer’s
aesthetic response. In addition, they realize th-at ‘being a member of Igbo culture or
*having an informed understanding of its artworld does not necessarily mean that one
will appreciate ikénga statuettes. Thus, at a more literal reading, the idea thaf rele-
vant coniextual features are required to understand artistic motifs and design elements
that derive from a specific cultural environment is unproblematic. It expresses a trivial
fact-about the sorts of things we draw on to understand and appreciate works of art
and about the place of contextual features in aeéthetic experience. Also it suggests
that it is within the framework of the relevant artistic tradition that questions about the

artistic merit of, say, ikenga slatuettes are appropriately raised and settled.

It is undcniabfe thal the Igbo artistic tradition provides the appropriate framework
for making sense of the aesthetic properties gf_ an ikenga statuette. The commonplace
nature of the observation is seen in the facé that it tells us nothing about the character
of appreciation that even the most determined subjectivist would dispute..7 In no way is
it being suggested that aesthetic appreciation is -limited to an informed understanding of
the Igbo artistic tradition, nor that a person with a superficial understanding of ikenga
statuettes cﬁnnot possibly appreciate them. This commonsénse reading of the institu-
tionalist’s observation does not attempt to widen the scope of appreciation so that any-
thing can pass for an aesthetic understanding of an artwork, nor does it attempt to set
in advance of specific context and particular cases what the character of aesthetic

appreciation is. ' s
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However, the ordinary unproblem'aiic sense in which it is acceptable to see contex-
tual features as useful in increasing aesthetic pleasure must be distinguished from the
institutionalist’s construal in which conceptual features underpin apprécintion. The
institutionalist’s claim that art is an essentially institutional activity nn_d that knowledge
of contextual features is important to aes.thetic appreciation, mnkes.'n fnuch stronger
claim than is contained in the commonsense recognition of the usefulness of -contexfuul

features to assist aesthetic understanding. As in the subjectivist's case, underpinning
the institutionalist’s position is the view that there are in every case certain things that
one must know about an artwork and certain other things that are not relevant, and
that a superficial understanding of coﬁtextual features does not fall within the recom-
mended range of what counts as appreciation. The philosophical claim that follows is
that contextual features set the agenda of what is 10 be understood as formal qualities.
The claim that genuine aesthetic appreciation follows informed understanding of the
conventional practice is defended by noting that the objective aspects of the formal ele-
ments and tﬁeir relationship to the sculptural ch:lnractcr of the ikenga‘ become uppﬁrcnt
only after one has attained a measure of understanding.

Despite its gommo.nplac-c air, the institutionalist claim about the usefulness of con-
textual features in increasing aesthetic pleasure excludes cases of appreciation that
derive solely from a viewers' interest in just the stylistic or formal qualitics.8 As was
earlier noted in the subjectivist’s case, this attempt to circumscribe rigidly what counts
as aesthetic appreciation independently of individual’l'instances of appreciation and in
advance of all contexts, is what distinguishes the institﬁtionalisl from the commonsense
understanding of the usefulness of coﬁtcxtual features. Ih its philosophical role, instit_u-
tionalism states what is necessarily true of all instances of appreciation regardless of
their special circumstances. .This approach shifts the focus of ilﬁ]uiry from questions of
artistic ‘merit and excellence to, isolating the ex-act conventional action that transforms

an bbject into a work of art.
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The problem with harping on thg basic nature of contextual featl;rés is th'at the
epistemic importance of .tl_liéa}rtworld is overemphasized and formal qualities are given
short shrift. An immediate result is that the undcrerrip]'esized features drop out of the
institutionalist theoretical accouat of appreciation if only because they are ignored. Of
course, institutionalists do ﬁot deny the importance of formal qualities in the artworld,
but. their lack of interest in these features pushes the concern_for the artistic. merit of
formal qualities into the background.9 In ignoring the role of formal qualities in setting
the agenda of the practice, institutionalists overextend the limits of the notion of aesth-
etic appreciaﬁon. They end up trivializing the distinction between art and non-art and
refuse to see a difference between the “objective phenomenal qualities” of a urinal and

the objective phenomenal qualities of a sculptural form.

I should point out that much of the critique against the subjectivist’s grounding of
aesthetic appreciation also applies in this case. The institutionalist's attempt to use

Ly :
conventional practice to anchor or explain aesthetic appreciation is misguideJ for the

3

reason that was earlier poiﬁz_léd dﬁt in the subjectivist’s case. I shall not go over the
same arguments again except to note tl;at when cogpitive focus is on the artworld and
it becomes the focus of theorizing, the message put out is that conventional practices or
contextual features are the items that conclusively explain appreciation or our ability to
appreciate. In its new theoretical role, contextual features function with a prescriptive
force that can force appreciation. The notion is refashioned such thz:tt viewers' aesthet-
ic responses are fixed to an understanding of conventional practices so that apprecia-
tion is brought about or follbws from knowing the relevant theories and rules of appre-
ciation. But in doing this, institutionalists miss the concern for artistic excellence that
people bring to appreciation. After all, a person who is uninterested in the stylistics of
traditional Igbo art would not appreciate the ikenga statuette whether or not it is
acclaimed to a work of art. This inattentiveness to people’s artistic interest invokes a

-
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picture of individuals with underdeveloped artistic sensibilities or inner lives that sharp-

ly contrast with the highly sophisticated aesthetic responses théy are presumed to

make.

What is unsatisfactory with this downgrading of formal qualities is not just that it
exaggerates the role of conventional pracfices and theories and ignores viewers' artistic
.imerests, but that it ends up denying the relevance of formal qualities in defining the
aims and objectives of the art practice. In reacting to the subjectivists’ narrow concep-
tion of the notion of aesthetic appreciation, it might seem strategically wise to deflate
the importance of formal qu.alities. But this should not blind us to the role of formal

qualities in defining or setting the agenda for the art practice and incvitably for aesth-

etic appreciation. .

Consider a‘recent exhibition put up at the Center for African Art in New York by

Susan Vogels. The aim of the exhibition was to establish that the art/artifact distinc-

tion is largely a creation of the manner in which objects are displayed. The show, enti-

tled "Art/Artifact”, consisted of 160 objects in traditional Alfrican artistic style that
were exhibited in four different‘&g_nvironments. The conditions of a "curiosity roont: an
anthropological museum and an art gallery and museum were simulated. In ’ll‘w "euri-
osity room” the .cxolic and mysterious nature of the artworks was emphasized. In the
anthropological museum thj focus was on the cultural beliefs and practices of the dis-
~ played objects while in the art gallery and the art museum the primary [ocus shifted to
the formal artistic elements of the objects. People entered from the “curiosily room”,
passed through the anthropological and art museums, and came out through the art
gallery.10 Visitors were suitably impressed by what they saw. They remarked on how
objects that in the first two environments had been unprepossessing, were uncannily
transformed and acquired a new meaning and status in the last two rooms where they

had been displayed with an eye for their formal artistic qualities.
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Oﬁc thing that boldly stands out from the illustration is that there are multiple cri-
teria for relating to a given object and that the significance of the object is internally
related to the features of the environment that maps it out. When the art gallery envi-
ronment is simulated, formal qualities define not only the significance of the artifact
but also the environment. Thus, in an art environment formal qualities are prominent,
and in changing the cnvironmentJ from ‘curiosity room’ to ’art gallery’, the meaning of
the artifacts changed even while the artifacts remained the same. What the exhibition
succeeded in showing was not only the internal relationship that held between formal
qualities and aesthetic concerns, it also showed that formal qualities are needed to
define and set the agenda of the art environment, and the art environment provides the
context within which the artistic significance of formal qualities are meaningful. Con-
textual features of the art enviroment are neither primary nor secondary to formal
qualities, and in defining the objectives of the environment formal qualities are neither
primary nor secondary to contextual features from which they derive their significance.

They all stand on the same level.

Thus, it is a mistake to locale what brings about appreciation in contextual fea-
tures as we are tchpled to think of it as a state we arrive at once informed understand-
ing is achieved. Also, it is a mistake to give just a tacit recognition to thrmal qualities
as it ‘fails"to give sufficient recognition of how these qualities set the agenda of the
practice. It may be supposed that no philosopher makes such mistakes. However, we
can tell they do from the sorts of things they conceive of as important problems in

aesthetics and from the moves they make in defending their theoretical position.

Yet the fact that formal qualities are internally related to contexfual features does
not mean that aesthetic appreciation presupposes an informed understanding of the

contextual features, in the sense of underpinning it. Making informed understanding a
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_ precondition of appreciation is to specify in advance of all contexts how a person

would respond and what sort of information he or she would require in appreciating an

- "artwork. It is to state in advance what a person should or should not do, and to

assume that every spectator has the same concerns and interests. In other words, it is
to invoke all the errors of the conceptual picture deriving from the inner/outer dichoto-
my. True, the presence of contextual features informs and shapes our aesthetic experj-

ences of artworks, but in no way should this be construed as implying that the context

is dominant in shaping the character of our experiences, or that aesthetic apprecintion

is tied to it.

It is important to see that the question of what provides an entrance into apprecia-

tion leads us back into the conceptual framework of the inner/outer dichotomy. By

assuming that there is some essential item that brings about appreciation, subjectivists
take appreciation to be explained by formal qualities and so construe it as a definite
object. Institutionalists; however, take it to be underpinned by contextual features and

transform it into an institutional object. The problem with the subjectivist account is

that it fails to incorporate the role of contextual features in appreciating works of art

. and instead takes formal qualities to be distinct and divorced {rom their outer contex-

tual conditions. ' The idea that aesthetic appreciation is limited to the formal qualitics
of an artwork dra“lfs very narrow boundaries aroﬁnd the experience. The same is also
. true for institutionalism. As we also sﬁw, the weakness of institutionalism derives {rom
its failure to emphasize the role of formal qualities in explaining how aesthetic appreci-
ation comes about. Because its main preoccupation is with the role of contextual fea-
| tures, institutionalism overlooks the role of artistic éualities in defining the objectives
of the practit;e in which aesthetic api)rcciation occu-rs. Consequently, its notion of
aesthetic appreciation is lost in the overly generous understanding of what counts in

appreciating an artwork..
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The implication of all this _for a saﬁsfactory ~undcrstasmding of aesthetic apprecia-
tion is that we need to widen the constrictive boundaries of the subjectivist's view with-
~out ignloring the role of formal quaI‘ities in setting the agenda for the aesthetic experi-
ence; and we need to narrow the overextended boundaries of the inslitutionali;ts
without ignoring the importﬁnce of contextual issues-in fixing the meaning of formal‘

qualities, Now that the.conceptual landscape is mapped out, what needs to be

addressed is what counts as aesthetic appreciation.

Appreciation as Ability : . -

e

It has beeﬁ argued that aesthetic appreciation is not a definite event that we can
know by direct experience nor'is it a rulé-goverened act in the sense of being subject t6
causal influences. Also, we have learnt that it is misguided to ground it either on for-
mal qualities or on contextual fea_uires. But we have seen too that contextual features
are necded Lo set up a relevant framewor.k within which aesthetic appreciation occurs
and that formal qualities must set the agenda for- the practice. If aesthetic apprecia-
tion is none of the things we have always assumed it to be, what then is it? What
counts as appreciation; what grounds the experience; how do we tell that sbmt-:one
appreciates a work‘. of art; what makes us appreciate an ikenga for example? 'In'deed,
how do we explain our appreciation for one artwork rather than another? To ask
these sorts of questions is to demand the construction of a ghostly conceptuz;l mecha-
nism that will connect an artwork to our emotional state and somehow bring about an

appreciation of the object.

-~

Nothing brings it about that we appreciate an artwork, or that we know a person’s
claims to appreciating an ikenga to be true. No doubt, one can give a set of reasons to
show that one appreciates, or to show how to tell that another appreciates an artwork,

A
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or to set out the relevant conditions under which it is appropriate to say that one has
grasped the point of an artwork. But no;xe of this expfafns how we npﬁrcciﬁie or
ground our aesthetic appreciation. We appreciate an artwork when we have dévelopcd
the ability to see and understand the significance of ther unique way the artist arranged
tﬁe various elements of his or her -medium. We develop that ability by learning the '
sorts of things that are related to the medium and the kind of technique, sjtyle or ideas
of representation that are exemplified in the work. We appeal to our undéfstanding' of
the salient features of the‘, practice to jﬁstify our claims to appreciating an artwork: and
the grounds we'rappeal‘ @_(l).\gre evaluated to determine if we have the relevant compe-
tence .'or mastery of the .subjecl-maner to back up our claims to appreciation.  (This
.does not rule out cases of appreciating a certain technique or art style even when they
are uninformed). All these 'things that are involved in appreciation take place in.an
apparently uncoordinated way zin our everyday practice. Nonctheless, they are coordi-

nated because we have acquired or developed the ability to- discern and engage in the

rules of what it means to appreciate.

We should note that obeisance to the rules of the practice of appreciation c;)mcs
not from being trained to respond appropriately, -but from the internal logic of the
practice. The-internal relationship between the limits and the objectives of the practice
is one in which a shift in the sort of response called for brings about a change in mean-
ing. If we fail to abide by rules as set by the practice of aﬁprccialion we change the
entire meaning 6[ our responses and end up with a different practice. In this way the
logic-of the practice calls for skill and understanding from participants and constant
evaluation of their actions rather than\just trained responses. Because of the associa-
tion of appreciation with the perceptual experiences of viewers, there is a strong ten-

dency to forget that what is relevant to appreciation is one’s ability to understand what

is seen, heard or read: does one understand the moral and political statement that
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Shakespeare makes in Macbeth; does one merely see a hugh polished boulder or a

competently executed sculpture; does one understand what ideas are being expressed;

can one evaluate similar works and see their strengths and weaknesses?

-

We should keep in mind that our ability to appreciate a work of art comes from an

understanding of the subject-matter, the ideas expressed, and the relevant criteria to
‘employ in evaluating it. This in turn requires that we know the limits and the agenda

+ of the practice, such as what sorts of cultural and contextual features are pertinent in

discerning the significance of the formal qualities of an artwork, and where the limits

are as defined by the formal qualities in any given culture.

A consideratid_n of how novices learn to appreciate artworks with which they are
unfamiliar will enable us to determine what goes on in appreciation, and what it means
to say we appreciate an artwork. It might seem dlstractmg and tnvml 1o focus on nov-
ices sinne no one seriously c‘luestions how we learn to appreciate works of art. But the

starting point is methodologiaally expedient for it allows us to see clearly how people

. develop their ability, and the sorts of things to which they pay attention in acquiring a

working knowledge of the practice. This will enable us to determine the relevant cri-

teria of what counts as appreciations

Tkenga statuettes are carved wooden statuaries usually between six inches to two
feet high. They are one of three types of personal achievement symbols of the Igbos of
southeastern Nigeria, the achievement symbol for males. For the egalitarian and

fiercely competitive Igbos, the ikenga symbolizes the "right hand”, that is, the hand by

which a man takes charge and achieves his goals. The ikenga symbolizes the attributes

: of courage, strength and ambition that the industrious Igbos highly value. Fortunately

for Igbo males, the intense social pressnf_é on them to succeed is well accommodated
by a flexible non-centralized” socio-political framework that allows and encourages
social mobility.
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The ikenga statuette captures this achievement oriented psychology of the Igbos.
: o S
In its most basic sculptural form, it depicts a man with a pair of long horns sprouting
from his head and sitting on a stool, with a drawn sword in the left hand and cither a
\ -

“human skull (symbol of prowess) or an elephant tusk (symbbl of wealth) in the right

one. The horns connote the type of aggressive strength required in the males. The sty-

le of representation is typically an idealized and schematic treatment .of the human

form.

There are two basic types of ikenga statuettes: the anthropomorphic and the

abstract cylindrical type. Of the two, the more far;xous is the anthropomorphic type,
while the small type is favoured by the less \:'ealthy and by dibias (shamans), who by
virtue of their profession travel frequently and so find the small size quite handy.
However, depenc’ling on who commissions it, an ikenga may be monumental and ullinh‘o-
rately decorated with 'stat‘us-relau_:.g Symbols lil;u': ichi linear scarifications ﬁmning down

the length of the face, eagle feathers, coral beads and cloth, or be miniaturist i height

with the most'modest of decorations. 11

~ Today ikenga statuettes are found in museums around the world where they are
viewed and puzéled over by Westérn spectators. What, these spectators wonder, is the
cultural significance of these objecis and what role do they play in Igbo culture? Con-
fused by.the stréngc artistic referenté and mode of 'rcprcscnt'ation, Westerners are per-

plexed by how they ought to appreciate the objects now that they have been ubroutcd

from their natural setting.

The difficulties of novices in comprehending the ‘artistic significance of ikenga sta- "

tuettes reveals that aesthetic appreciation refers to the ability to see-the artistic signifi-
cance of an artwork. The novice's inability to grasp the pertinent artistic featurcs of

the ikenga statuette points to the absence of this capacity. In doing so, a novice's fail-
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* ing underscores lhe lmportancc ot‘ ablhty Jn aesthettc apprecmtlon, for we see that to

] :apprecxate an art form fully one- needs to understand the peculiar traits of the relevant

styles, and the amstlc and cultural tradmons For instance, to understand the ikenga

statuette novices find they need to know what the object is all about, what its role is in

Igbo cultural life, and what the symbols and imagery on the statuette represent. In
learning that these symbols and imagery are typical of ikenga statuettes, novices get to
know not only that these features represent locally preferred values like initiative,

resourcefulness and aggressiveness but also why there is a wide stylistic difference

between the small compact stajuette and the architectonic figural type. It might seem

that all this information is not really relevant for appreciating the aesthetic properties

of the statuette. But without:it to. provide the relevant framework, novices will not be

' ' y . \/
able to sce the point of the artwork, let alone extend their perspectlive and sharpen

N v e T . : . . . .
their artistic sensibilities. However, increasing their knowledge equips them with the

skills fo function within the limits defined by the formal qualities of the statuette.

The kind of information required by the novice to make the artistic significance of
the ikenga understandable is not to be found in such formal qualities as the design, the

symmetry, the colour and the tactile qualities, but only in the cultural context. Take

- the formal element of -frontality that is typical of many ikenga statuettes for instance.

Nothing in the formal qualities alone tells us why Igbo carvers give a minimalist treat-

ment to the rear side of their statuettes. Only when we look into the cultural artistic

tradition-of the Igbos do we find why this is done. Only then do we learn that it is not

an arbitrary thing that is designed to free the carver from extensively working the back.

By considering this tradition novices see that the reason for the frontal effects of the

-

statuette is that the statuette is positioned for facial contact with its owner. He or she
learns that, among this group, it is an undesirable thing for one to lack initiative and

resourcefulness, and even more so fdt its symbolic representation to turn its back on

. L4
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the owner. The information provides the ‘novice with a keener insight of what to look

for in evaluating an ikenga statuette,

To a casual viewer, it might scem that what is responsible for the frontal character
of the ikengcll statuette is the purely practical problem of the eventual location of the
object. But that explanation by itself is unsatisfactory until one knows why these sta-
tuettes have to be placed in a specific position. Thus without this non-formal explana-
tion to throw light on the rationale of Igbo stylistics and principlesol design, the frontal
character of the sculptural form appears arbitrary. The obscurity that follows means
that novices would lack a relevant persp;:clive from which to grasp the artistic point of
the style. Should this happen, viewers would be unable to demonstrate an understand-
ing of the finer poinIS‘.o{ the igbo artistic convcﬁtion, and hence would be unable to

R .
justify their claims to appreciation. The importance of artistic understanding to acsth-
ctic appreciation is not only to expand one’s awareness, but also to .slmrpcn one's

aesthetic sensibilities and back up one’s clqims to appreciation.

Needless to say, viewers who exﬁrcss little intercst in the context will lack a clear
understanding of wa certniﬁ artistic dét’:iisions were made by the cur’;crs. In particu-
lar, they will not be able to identify whal.. artistic excellence is for the I;;bo sculptor.
Nor will they be able to‘ .judge the strength of an [gbo carving or distinguish between: a
well-carved and a badly cawed'statuetté. For instance, uﬁlcss one knaws that the
- facial scarification on the face of the seated figure is not an artistic dccorq‘gion, one
might assign it a higher artistic valie and treat it as giving the visual design an added
edge. Moreover, there is the serious possibility t‘hat formal elements®will be misinter-
preted so that the artistic strength of the statuette become’s a weakness and a flaw per-

ceived as a strength. In other words, lacking an understanding of what is significant

means that one has yet to develop the relevant ability to appreciate artworks of that

style.

T ;
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The fact that artistic signiﬁcance of formal elements cannot be decided upon with-.
out the novice knowing or assuming something about the cultural and artistic tradition,
indicates that contgxtual and other non-formal qualities are interwoven in ﬁppreciation
and that they .shnpe the character of aesthetic response. An analogy might be useful
here. Just as we cannot separate the identity of a person, from his or her\ family con-
nections, political leanings, and social and economic status, nei.thcr can we separate
the point of an artwork and the meaning of its formal qualities frc;m the non-formal .
concerns of its creator and the cultural tradition to which it belongs. Attcmplé to do so

leave one with a superficial understanding of the underlying principle of design that

might inhibit appreciation.

The reason one cannot reach an informed opinion of what is or is not aesthetically
pleasing in an unfamiliar artform is not that the individual's observation is uninforma-
tive; but that he or she has to understand the meaning of what is perceived. Visual

’

messages are informative only when the content of the signs, symbols and compgg_i}ion-
al design are understood. Consider the curved shaped cone in the hand of the seated
1 - .
figure (Fig. 1). What is it? Nothing in the design and style tells us how it is to be
understood. Is it a mere curved shaped cone, 61' is it an elephant tusk? There is no
model “out there” that an ikenga statuette instantiates that will help one determine this.
Yet one needs lo ascertain what it is to see what the Igbo sculptor is attempting 'to
achieve. Artistic understanding is af least in part knowing what the artwork repre-
sents. . It consists in uﬁdcrstnndin{;-the symbols and imagery used, in being able to see

the strengths and weaknesses of the mode of representation and in knowing what it is

to succeed and what it is to fall short as an artwork in the relevant art tradition.

It has long been observed that aesthetic experience is the ability to notice and dis-

cern artistic properties. However, seduced by the idea of appreciation as ‘an experi-
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ence, and of experience as a perceptual act that takes place in consciousness, wha‘tl
counts as aesthetic appreciation is misleadingly taken to refer to aﬁ event in tﬁe mind.
But as the learning procéss indicates, the aim of the programme is to enable a novice
to develop the competency to function in an environment that cails for a specific type

of response. Because aesthetic appreciation involves the development of a capacity,

. and since we appreciate by exercising the skill, what counts as appreciation is our abil-

ity to understand th?aims and objectives of the object in question, to see its strength
and weaknesses, and to respond favourably to the overall design pattern and to the
unique way the formal elements have been organized. We know that others appreciate

by having mastered the rules and requirements of the practice of appreciation and by

knowing what it means to exercise one's ability in appreciating an artwork.
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ERE IBEII

Figures of "ere ibeji” -
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These com’memorative figures of deceased1 twins are of relatively modest dimen-
sion, averaging from twenty-three to thirty-five centimeters in height. They arc carved
out of wood, and are generally of shiny dark brown or clear brown yellowislli patinas
and are sometimes touched up with red and blue colours." The figures are carved in a
frontal stance with hands placed on the sides of the thighs. Most have carefully carved
ears and scarification and stand on a round base. The carving may be polished with
palm oil mixed with camwood powder. This results in a ricl:apatina seen on.many ibe-

jis. Ibejis are also decorated with cowries, beads, metal and strings.

It is helieved that twins bring good fortune to those who honour them, the reverse:

to those who neglect them. When a twin dies an ibeji is commissioned as a surrogate,

a repository for his or her spirit. The mother treats the carving just as she does the liv-

ing twin, it is ritually bathed, fed the favourite food, and carried on her back. At night .

it is carefully wrapped and put to bed. .
K
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‘CHAPTER FIVE
AESTHETIC PROBLEMS REVISITED:
OVERCOMING RELATIVISM AND RESTRAINING UNIVERSALISM

In this chapter, I examine the aesthetic problems of “Cultural Relativism” and
"Universalism”.] These are one of the underlying problems that provided the rationale
for some of the moves made by subjectivists and institutionalists in their accounts of
how we appreciate works of art.2 Here I shall examine the nature of these two prob-
lems in greater detail. The purpose of the examination is to determine whether the
question of the universal appeai of an artwork can be reconciled with the contextual
and cultural specificity of the object if the inner/outer di'choto.xﬁy is undermined. In
other words, my aim is to determine whether we can talk about the universal aspect of

artistic qualitics and the contextual features of the object without having to invoke

"essential” features to ground our discourse.

An ¢xamination of the basic tenets of Cultural Relativism shows that the thesis
derives its scepﬁcal force by injecting a dichotomy between the inner/beliefs and the
outer/social practices. This dichotomy enables the Cultural Relativist to interpret the
relation between individuals and theéir culture s;) that the artistic significance of the art-
works of other cultures become privileged. Their privileged stalu's comes from their
béing located in the /inner realm. On this view, only natives can have a full aesthetic
experience of the works of art of their culiure; others by virtue of their being outsiders
or non-natives cannot have it in principle. It is worth noting that this argument pat-
terns the soiipstist's view that only the individual, by virtue of his or her privileged posi-

tion can know the contents of his or her mind; likewise others may surmise them but
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they cannot in principle know them.3 At the other end of the spectrum, Universalism
broadiy interprets the relation between people and other cultures so that the culturally
intended artistic significance of an artwork is available to all regardless of cultural
background. The Universalist accepts the division of a f:ult_urc into an inner and an
“outer realm but untike the Cuitural Relativist believes that access to the inner is not
privileged. On this vie\;,' anyone can fully appreciate the putative aesthetic properties
of any work of art if only because all human beings share the genetic nature and so can
legitimately be seen as having the same artistic practice. It is worth noting that the -
Universalist's view echoes the rationalist argument that we k:lﬁ\# others have experi-

~ ences like ours because they are human beings like us.

»

The philosophical problem of how we appreciate the artworks ol other cultures
turns on the issue of the relationship that exists between the inncr'/l)ulicfs and the
outer/soéial realm. The question of appreciating the arts of olﬁcr cultures is construed
as a problem of access to the "world-view of other cultures. When this happens as in
the Universalist/Cultural Relativist debate, philosophical attention is directed away

L]
from an investigation of how cross-cultural appreciation comes about in our ordinary

everyday world to an inquiry of whether or not access to the world~vic-\.lv of other cul-
tures is closed. The obfuscating nature of the philosophical debate is further compli-
cated by the underlying idea of what counts as a genuine experience. The use of
natives’ experiences both to determine what constitutes full appreciation and to ser the

standard for what is to be accepted as genuine appreciation virtually guarantees a pro-

tracted dispute.

From the descriptions of the basic tenets of the two views, it is clear that the dif-

ferences between Cultural Relativism and Universalism cannot be resolved simply by

-

coming down on one side or the other. A satisfactory solution requires that we get at
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the underlying ideas funding the debate. To this end, it is necessary to turn our atlen-

tion lo the events in everyday life about which the philosophical debate is concerned.

Pursuing the Mundane

Because philosophers generally claim that their accounts accord with or explain
everyday reality or .lil'c, I turn first to examine how the issue of appreciating the art-
works ol other cultures is ordinarily dealt with at the everyday non—plﬁlbsophica[ level.
My objective is to see whether in ordinary life the central problem in how we appreci-
ate the artworks of other cultures is best regarded as a question of how well a non-
native must know an artwork before claiming to appreciate it. In a nutshell T want to

consider how the problem is handled at the everyday level and what is done to resolve

it.

“The unusual nature of traditional African artworks is often used*to question the
idea that works of art have universal app(:al. Confronted by the strange stylistic form
ol artworks like the ibeji, some viewers are undeterred by the unusual nature of the
object. Not unreasonably, these viewers believe that full artistic understanding is pos-
sible given sufficient time to s}udy the artworks. But some viewers are far less confi-
dent and excuse. their bewilderment by conlen(iing that Yorubas (or natives) are eﬁ
rapport with these works in a way that non-natives can never hope tlo be. They ‘.belicve

that they cannot possibly grasp the intended artistic significance of these works if only

because they lack the deep understanding of these works that natives have.

It would seem that the viewers' perplexities are simply the result of unfamiliarity
with the artform rather than of a conceptual inability to see the artistic merit of the

[4

works. So construing the viewer’s difficulty as an appeal for practical assistance, two
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kinds of reponses ge‘?emlly emerge to deal with his or her sell-doubts. The first [ shall

|
call the commonsense universalist approach, and the second, the everyday cultural rel-
ativist approach. I should caution that these two approaches do not define definite

theoretical positions but merely describe the angle from which a solution is proposed.

‘"The commonsense universalist approach emphasizes the unity of the works of art
of all cultures in order 1o play down the strangeness of the unfamiliar style while the

everday cultural relativist account stresses the need to understand the artistic scheme

of interpretation of a culture in order to grasp the point of its artworks. Although cach

approach has differing starting points, they complement each other by bringing into

focus things that the other overlooks. And by acknowledging the main points of the

others' position, they build a more comprchénsivc pictare of the relevant thingsl one
should do in understanding the artistic signilicance of other cultures’ artworks. [t is
worth noting that the combined efforts of the commonsense universalist and the every-
day cultural relativist are aimed at providing such practical assistance that will heip a
non-native appreciate the artworks of other cultures, and at undermining the view that
cultural and conccplﬁal differences constitute an insurmountable obstacle to acsthetic
appreciation. In cffect, ud\;ocales of the two approaches ﬂliily'lllc viewer's fears by
pointing out that giyelhlfﬁcigﬂjiye for ‘study and falmiliarizuliun, he or she will be
" able to appreciate works of art like the ibeji. The following are the sorts of general

moves they make.

Advocates of the ev‘ir/yjiay universalist view begin by sketching the outline of a
general framework within which a perplexed viewer would see the artwork of another
culture as an extension, albeit with some differences, of the artistic activity of his or
her 0\;m culture. While acknowledging that there are significant differences between

cultures in theme and subject-matter, the commonsense universalist maintains that

135

LA

Ry,
- L]



these differences do not obscure the formal gualities which artworks necessarily exhib--
it, and towards which aesthetic appreciation is directed. For example, he or she
obscrves that the mimetic mode of representation which is typical of classical Western
art is very diffca::m from the stylized abstract mode of representation that is character-
istic of traditional African art like the ibeji, but that they share important similaritiesr
nonetheless. The commonsense universalist indicates what these are by calling the
viewer's attention to the formal qualities of the ibeji' like its simplicity of style, the
expressive power of its tight compact design, the sense of vitality created by its round-
ed surfaces, and the vertical sweep of its symmetry, .and by comparing them with rele-
vant artworks with whieh the Jviuwcr is familiar. Thus, the commonsense universalist’

dispels the viewer's self-doubts by showing him or her the sorts of things that one nor-

mally looks [or 10 establish a rapport with, andstimately to appreciate, a work of art.

The everyday cultural relativist complements this universalist’s approach by'l'illing
in the content of the general aesthetic framework sketched by the universalist. He or
she does this by directing attention to the enriched appreciation that comes to one with
an informed undcrslundir;g of the cultural significance of the artwork ‘in question.
Take the ibeji statuette for instance. The everyday relativist would argue that ip strict-
ly formal terms it is a free standing sculptural form, that it possesses the requisite artis-
tic features of unity, form and symmetry no less than Michaelangelo's David or Henry
Moore's Head. The relativist goes on to say that these formal elements alone do not
tell us much about the underlying principle of design or the artistic success of the work.
The everyday cultural relativist impresses on the viewer that his or her perplexity is
due to a lack of sufficient information about the ibeji with which to appreciate the for-
mal qualities of the object. This difficulty in appreciatiﬁg the ibejz’,. the relativist

insists, merely calls for a greater understanding of the Yoruba aesthetic framework and

. 4 . P S .
can be achieved by learning about the Yoruba artistic tradition to which the statuette
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belongs. In recommending that the special features of the artwork be understood, the

everyday cultural relativist is suggesting a practical solution to the viewer il he or she

wants 10 appreciate the artistic qualities of the ibeji.

Because commonsense universalists start by underscoring the similarity between
the artworks of all cultures, it might be assumed that they overlook the relevance of
understanding cultural differences. But this is not so. Their starting point is not the -

result of thinking that cultural differences are unimportant. ‘They know how over-

whelming these differences can be if one lacks the relevant perspective to lm'thullc them.
This apart, commonsense ur:ivcrsalists are in complete agreement with the suggéslinn
of the everyday cultural relativist that it is important to understand tlie symbols, image-
fy and all the special features that make the artworks of other cultures different. On
this perspeclive, to be a commonsensé universalist is simply to maintain that artworks
of all cultures like Beethovén’s. Ninth Symphony, Michelangelo's David, the Yoruba
ibeji, Ruben's The Abduction of the Daughtery/of Lekcippus, and Shakespeare's Ham-
fet can in principle be apprcciau;d by anyfne. It is not to set beforchand how the

appreciation of artworks comes about.

Equally, as we have seen, cveryday relativists do ndt start off with a universal

premise but this is not because they want to suggest that works of art have no universal
appeal, still less that appreciation of the woi}g' of art of other cultures is impossible. |
What they are out to highlight is simply the point that an understanding of contextual
features is needed to grasp the significance of the formal qualifics of*artworks. Lest it
be assumed that this necéssity of understanding is limitcd'o;lly to the a..rls of other cul-
tures, they point out that it applies also to the works of one's own culture as becomes

evident when a New Yorker runs into Andy Warhol's 100 Campell’'s Soup Cans, or

when a Yoruba encounters tﬁe"'ikenga statuettes of the Igbos. What the everyday cul-
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tural relativist is higlighting is that it becomes proportionately .difficult, as differences
. in style and form increase between cultures, to recognize what constitutes formal quali-
ties in the artworks of fundamentally different culm-res. Despite the sharp contrast
tlﬁlt obscures ll{c similarity between such works, it is still possible to grasp the artislic
point of the works by L-mderslanding their $pecia1 features. In cffect, to be an everyday
cultural relativist is simply to recognize the importz—mcc of understanding the relevant

artistic tradition; it is not. to preclude in advance what a non-native can possibly know

about the artworks of other cultures.

It is important 1o see that proponents of the two approaches do not see themselves
in op[;osilion and acknowledge the salient points of the other's contribution.  Although
commonsense universalists stress the shared nature of artistic experience, they are as
aware as the everyday cultural relativist that artworks are product‘s of ditfering cultural
experiences.  This awareness: finds reflection in their acknowlcdgmcnl that one must
understand these cultural differences if one is to appreciate the works fully. Similarly,
it would be a mistake to think of everyday cultural relativists as comipletely ignoring the
universal character of works of art. They admit that there is a universal level of unity
in which an assortment of objects can be grouped as artworks. So, far from denying
the universality of artistic qlmlilies, everyday cultural relativists are merely saying that

itwannot be determined beforehand but only in terms of individual cases.

Thus, in ordinary non-philosopﬁiédl discour.se,‘ the commonsense universalist and
everyday cultural relativist accounts portray the issue of how to appreciate the arts'of
other cultures as merely a question of the sorts of tﬁings one should know in claiming
to appreciate an artwork. Both are reasonable. Both providé valuable insights int_o the

significant things that matter in appreciating the artworks of another culture.
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- But'tapping into these two everyday accounts are two philosophical versions®f the

views — Universalism and Cultural Relativism. These philosophical accounts are

markedly similar to the everyday variants but differ from %wm in perceiving major

"fundamental” problems in the non-natives' bewilderment of the unfamiliar ibeji art-

form. Needless to say, the everyday accounts and solutions are seen from the philo-

sophical perspective to involve a superticial understanding of the issues at stake. The

_ conceptual problems that arc perceived by philosophers are claimed 1o go 1o the very

"nature of things" and are beyond practical resolution. It is these conceptaal problems

that the philosophical posturings of Universalism_and Cultural Relativism are out to

settle.

Philosophical Moves

.
In its philosophical garb Cultural Relativism discerns a special  relationship

between natives and their culture that undermines the possibility ol cross-cultural

appreciation, while Universalism perceives an important relationship between the artis-
tic experiences of peoples of all cultures that securcs the possibility of cross-cultural
appreciation. For the Universalist, artistic experience is basically the same in all cul-
tures, and aesthetic appreciation of other cultures’ artworks is possible without dealing
with obvious cultural differences. Conversely, Cultural Relativists contend that the
fundamental ditferences between works of art of various cultures are so deep that (in
some mysterious ways) they hinder cross-cultural appreciation. In typical philosophical

manner, each denies what the other affirms and affirms what the other denies. Uni-

versalists affirm the possibility of cross-cultural appreciation by denying cultural differ-

~ ences; Cultural Relativists deny the possibility of cross-cultural appreciation to affirm

the existence of cultural differences. The consequence of these philosophical meta-
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chimeras of the everyday accounts on' the issue of appreciating the artworks of other

cultures is the erosion of the insights that were captured in the ordinary deflated views.

Few philosophers or theorists openly admit to being thoroughgoing Uhyersalists or

straightforwgrd Cultural Relativists.# When admissions to these theoretical positions

are reluctantly extracted, it is usually with a long list of qualifications that the person's ’
thesis no longer fits the standard phih)s;)phiczll description of either Universalisrp or
. Cultural Relativism. -Yét despite determined efforts by all g‘lld sundry lo kue.p a
- respectable distance from the more problematic ideas of the two philosophical perspec-
tives, the seductive appeal of the ‘ideas is so compelling that eve;l the most carelul-

1

opponents can be ¢aught. What usually gives them away are the sorts of things they

feel obliged to-defend.d

’

Because there is no one special way into -¢ither Universalism or Cultural Relativ-

ism, there are no recognizable specific theories to consider. Hence, [ shall instead

portray some of the sources of the two philosophical‘posilions with an eye to determine

what compels theorists to make-«the kind of moves they do, and why they believe that
L)

the everyday f)ruclicul accounts are defective,8 Here my objeclive is not so much to

bring out the limitations of cither Universalism o; Cultural Relativism as it is to expose

the moves that prompt them in the first place. In other words, 1 am concerned to indi-.

cate where the shifts occur and to uncover the reasons that motivate them.

Let us review the case of the perplexed viewer with these objectives in mind.

o

Worried that the viewer’s difficulties may provide a basis for suggesting that appre-
ciation is relative, Universalists characteristically play down the viewer's perplexity and

contend that the appreciation of the aftworks ,of another culture is not a problem.

Atguing that creative expression, of which art is a product, a uniquely human activity,

-
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Universalists claim that there is is a finite set of formal qualities — such as form, style,
symmetry, design and so on — that define artistic activity and that are common to -

works of art. Universalists insist that cultural differcnces in theme, '_suhj.cct-mnllcr, and
mode of representation cionotnlm[uul aesthetic npprccifllidn because l'hc shared com-
mon formal qualities provide an entrance into understanding the special artistic- fea-
tures of any artwork. Sillcé for them aesthetic appreciation is dirccted just to formal
qualities, Universalists believe llfal the cross-cuitural similarity of formal qualities pro-
vides~an adequate means of‘g?asping the artistic significance of, say, the ibegji. This
<

mcans that works like Beethoven's Ninth Symphony; Ruben's The Abduction of the

" 'Daughters of Leucippus or thé ibeji can be appreciated by anyone as their artistic sig-

13 * J * . . * . - -
nificance can readily be discerned. Thus, regardless of differences in how art is con-
ceived, Universalists contend that the point of the artwork is not obscured by sharp

cultural differences. :

The slide into Univ_crslz?'sm' starts with the reluctance to attach much importance
to the viewer's difficulties, but this is not because Universalists do not believe that dif-
ferences exist. They are well aware that differences exist, but they fear that these dil~

, ‘ 3
ferences can easily be exploited to challenge the possibility of cross-cultural aesthetic

appreciation and to argue the case that aesthetic appreciation is culturaily relative.

Being committed to the Ideal of -the unity of all human events, artistic activities and

phenomena, Universalists are wary about providing ammunition for views that would

undermine this Ideal. The step into Universalism comes from the rcl'u::mncc to treat

the viewers' perplexity as a cail for practical assistance in understanding the ibeji.
a

This construal of the call as posing a legitimate threat to the Universalist’s ideal of '

global unity, becomes an effective tool in the slide into Universalism.
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The reluctance to acknowledge cultural differences by providing assistance to the
vic\;ler greases the slide into Universalism. The urge to defend the view of universally
shared artistic activity propels.Uhivcrs_nlists to deny that there is a real theoretical or
practical problem in relating to an unfamiliar artwork. This denial fuels the suggestion
that all that is required in apprccinting ul.lfagniliar artworks is to focus dn just those for-

mal qualilies that all works of art necessarily exhibit. The tacit suggestion here is that

it is fairly casy to recognize formial qualities and to discern the artistic significance of

an unfamiliar artwork. This underlying suggestion operates in a way that gives non-
natives unlimited understanding.of the artistic significance of tlie artworks of other cul-
tures. The ussum‘plion that arlistic ideas are available undcrpi;ls the Universalist's
cnnlc:-uion that cross-cultural appreciation is to be explained by relerence to a basic
level of universally shared artistic ides s. We should note that on this view, non-
natives” appreciation of the ibeji is explained by reference to ideas that derive from a

shitred human nature.

By exploiting the psychological appeal ol universally shared ideas and investing in

~ them a capacity that they do not have, Universalists suggest that learning the relevant

artistic framework of the culture is not necessary for understanding and appreciating
‘ N
the artistic ideas of other cultures, For Universalists, having the rclevant cultural -

+
~

experience is no longer essential because artistic ideas are already shared between cul-

tures, and the artistic ideas of a culture are never special or peculiar to it. Thus, the

meve into Universalism comes not so much from assuming that the artistic ideas and
_ A :

beliefs are universal, as it does in invoking a false picture of understanding of the artis-

tic beliefs of other cultures. The picture this idea suggests is of uninformed non-natives

possessing a full and complete understanding of the artistic beliefs and ideds of cultures

of which they are unfamiliar with.
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tive works of art. ‘ -

“Universalism is underpinned by two notions of publicity, which I refer to as epis- .

temic publicity and public sharedness. Epistemic publicity is the idea that anyone can
understand and appreciate th-e works of art of other cultures, and public sharedness is
the idea that the intended si};nifican‘cc of the artworks is availuble to all. Thesé two
nolibns constitute the basis on which Universalism tumé_ and they indicate why the Un.i-
versalist's claim that the practices and the artistic significance of artworks are accessi-
ble to others is plausible. We should rx;member that those who embrace Universalism
do not deny that éullum'l_‘dit'fcrcr;ces might stall appreciation but only that such percep-
tual problems are newér irresblvnb.le., However, by underemphasizing cultural differ-
ences and prdmoling the primacy of the underlying shared con;mon artistic qualitics,
Univefsalists end up _clcnying.the cxistcnc@ of cultural differences if only by ;:linlillillillg

them from the picture.

Opposed to the Universalists’ claim that access to the artistic significance ol the
works of art of other cultures is readily dvailablc, Cultural Relgtivists contend that
there are important differences between works of art of different cultures which Uni-
versalists ignqre. For example, they insist that the mimetic I;I()L[c ol representation
which ‘is typical of classical Wéstcrn art is very different from ll}c;slylich abstract
mode of representation that is cha;'acte[isli.c of traditional African art like the ibeji.
They maintain that these differences are of such importance that people in different
cultures react differently to, say, Ruben’s The Abduction of the Daughters of Leucip-
pus thaq they do to t;1e ibeji statuette. 'Culturz;l Rclzitiv.i\sls argue that viewers for
whom realism is an artistic ideal generally find it difficult to determine what constitutes
formal qualities in non-representational abstract works.’ According to Cultural Rela-
tivists, this difficuity underscores the point of their position, which is that as differences

in style and form increase between cultures, it becomes correspondingly difficult to rec-

ognize the similarities between formal qualities and to grasp the point of their respec-

N,
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Tpc' move into philosophical Cultural Rellativism‘ starts witlli the intuitively correct
idea that there are important dift’ercnces between the artistic practices of different cul-
tures that obstruct undersfaﬁding. The slide is helped by the Cultural Relativist's reluc- |
tance to attribute the perplexities of fhe non-native viewer to ignorance or unfamiliari-
ty. This reluctance suggests that the viewer's difficulty in appreciating the ibeji is not
som‘clhing that can be resolved by studying the artistic ideas of the culture to which the
artwork belongs. In fact, the suggestion is'lhaf'somcthing is (cquired otfer than can be
- provided by our normal process of learning. .Building on thv:: idea of cultural differenc-

-
es, Cultural Relativists use it to inject a distinction between what non-natives know- and
what they can understand. They do this by playing down non-natives’ understanding
and by exalting that of natives. The message put out is that a non-native can never '
truly understand and really appreciate the artistic significance ol other cultures’ activi-
ties, however hard she or he studies them. In l'acl,. on this picture, appreciating lhcl
ibeji is something only Yorubas are capable of, a view that suggests that the artistic s'ig-

nificance of the statuette is in some closed realm to which only Yorubas have access.

Although Cultural Relativists believe that non-natives might surmise the artistic
signific.ancc of the ibeji, and the meaning of its symbols, designs and imageries, still
they maintain that their comprehension of them falls short of the mark. They invoke a
"special feature” of Yoruba reality which only natives can know. So l'roﬁ the Cuitural
- Relativist’s perspective, non-natives are incﬁpable of grasping thé salient features of
the artistic world-view of other cultures because they miss the full ramifications of the
cultural experience that come from being a native. The idéa that the artistic signifi-
cance of the worké of art of other cultures are beyond the reach of non-natives gives
the relationship between natives dqd their artistic worlgi—view a special force that it
_does not ordinarily have. Thus,.the decisive jump ih,to Cultural Relativism lies not so
‘much in denying access to non-natives as it oes in invoking a false picture about the r

relationship between natives and their artistic world-view.
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Admittedly, those who succumb to Cultural Relativism do not rule out such routine
ways of learfling as research and pracﬁchl'experience, but they declare them o be '
insufficient if only by the stanécé- they adopt. Their shift into Cultural Relativism is
recognizable in their unquestioned acceptance of the view that there is more to appre-
ciating other works o‘f art than the normal process of learning permits. The trouble
with the manoeuver is not just that Cultural Relativists arbitrarily limit a non-nalive's
abili'ty. 'to understand the artworks of other.cultures, but in addition they suggest that
oyr ordinary ways of learning and uuders;,umliﬁg the p/racliccs of other cultures are
insufficient. In other words, they think that our normal process ol understanding
everyday 'réalily is not adequate for understanding in this special case. Although Cul-
tural Relativists would deny suggesting that, a non-native does not appreciate nor
understand the art forms of the Yorubas at all, in so [ar as they treat aesthetic appreci-
ation as rooted in a person’s cultural idcmﬁy they exclude a non-native's appreciation
of an ibeji. After all, the basis on which non-natives’ knowledge is being rc'?::clcd has
nothing to do with the content of what they know — as this is yet to e tested - but with

an arbitrary issue concerning individuals’ relations to a cullure.

Like its mirror image, two notions of privacy underpin Cultural Relativism and
constitute the pivot on which the thesis turns. The first is the notion of epistemic priva-
cy which holds that only nativc‘s can really-understand their artworks. The second is
the notion of privacy of ownership which holds that only natives have access ln.lhc
intended artisﬁc 'sign.ificance of the artwork. These notion§provide the relevant theo-

retical support that enable Cultural Relativists to restrict the aesthetic appreciation of

an artwork just to natives.

As we have seen, the move into either Universalism or Cultural Relativism starts

-

off in a quite ordinary manner and with ordinarily unproblematic ideas. Cultural Rela-

-
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“tivists corrcctly- note- that cultural differences in art are not just a matter of different
aesthetic qualities but draw the wrong conclusion that non-na_liv.es_ canndt fully under-
stand them. Universalists correctly note that one can, in principle, fully ap'preciate the
works of art of other cuItufe§ -but draw the wrong conclusion that our shared nature

*

accounts for this.

It is .worlh noting how Universalists and Cﬁltural Relativists wind up making
“important” theoretical claims by shying away from the viewer’s problems to upholci
some presupposed pictures of social rcality.('[-:hcse will be examined in the next sce-
tion.) The Universalist's picture is of a world in which cultural differences are so
unimportant that they hardly constitute a problem for cross-cultural appreciation, and
the Cultural Rclnlivisl'slpicturcs is one in which they are so important that they exclude
the possibility of real appreciation. Lastly, it is important to recall that lhe‘ feature
that sets them apart from their everyday variants is the degree of commitment to the
theoretical assumptions of their position; a commitment that supercedes the concern
tor the plight of the perplexed viewer.

s

From the basic tenets of the arguments,.we see that the debate between Universal-
.ists.aud Cultural Relativists derives from the assumption of an inner/outer dichotomy
underlying their conception of a culture. This distinction between the inner (or world-
view} and the outer {or social environment) captures the special characieristics of the
two realms, namely thl: internal (or invisible) Leliefs, values, myths of a cqlture's
world-view, and the ex;ernal practices, institutions and forms of organization. These
two realms stand in a parallel relationship with the outer as the facade of the tenuous

invisible inner realm. :

As was seen in chapter three, the assumption that there is an inner and an outer

realmto a culture is subject to two kinds of interpretations: a commonsense one and a

.
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philosophical one. In the eve.ryd_ay commonsense understanding of the assumption, no
special nitive importance is altached to. the i.'ii[lll’ChtiOll of a culturc into an inner
and an outerrealm and so_the division is unproblematic and unobjeclionnblé. The
idea that thc; outer social environment is substantially different in character to the inner
beliefs is not seen-to present insurmountable ;)roblems to intra- and illlcr;cllltllrnl rela-
tions. This is not to say, howcvqr, that problems do not arise but they are subject to
practical solutions. But the phi‘losophical‘ view of the distinction ditfers from its com-
monplace variant because philosophers attach great theoretical importance to the dis-
tinction between the inner and the outer realms. Universalists and Cultural Relativists
see the dichotomy as picking out a genuine separation — a conceptual gap — that c:ﬂls
for serious investigation of tln': relationship of the two realms, and an explanation of

how individuals are able to function in such environments.

It is not by chance that the Univcrshlist/Cuhural Relativist debate revolves on the
question of how non-natives can understand or grasp the artistic significance of another
culture’s artworks. The Rhilosophical interpretation of the commonplace assumption
sets up the conceptual framework for the debate on the question of whether or not
access is possible to the inner realm of other cultures. It doces this by assuming that the
inner/outer division of cultures traces out a real separation. In short, the jump from
the trivial to the philosophical level of discourse is achieved by placing an immense
epistemic weight on a simple prosaic observation about a certain perceived duality in

the character of cultural life.

From the way the two philosophical positions shape up, we see that the main lines
of argument follow the attributes that Universalists and Cultural Relativists have
as%'ribcd to the two cultural realms. Because Universalists see the inner hidden realm

as an underlying level of shared ideas that cuts across cultures, they contend that cross-
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cultural aesthetic appreciation is possible provided that one employs the basic level of
shared ideas as a bridge tc;wards grasping the fﬁll significance of the artistic beliefs of
other cultures. MCullural Rélutivists, on the other hand, construe the inner hiddel} realm
as privileged and accessible only to natives. For this reason, they cluirﬁ that full cross-
cultural appreciation is impossible because non-natives lack tlhe necessary access to the
inner realm or world-view that fully explains the artistic significance of an artwork.
What is evident from the Universalist/Cultural Relativist debate is that liu: shift from
the commonplace to the philosophical level of discoure is aimed more at legitimizing
the dual-aspect picture of cultures than in examining the practical issue of what goes
on in cross-cultural aesthetic appreciation. Thus, much energy is expended in defend-
ing pictures of falsc relationships between individuals and the artistic world-view of

other cullores.

Philosophical Excavations

When Universalists ground aesthetic appreciation in shared artistic features, they
assume that human nature underpins and accounts for non-natives’ ability to appreciate
the art of other cultures. But why should they supbose that cultural differences can be
circumvented simply because people of all cultures share the same nature? Wiy do
they b.elicvc that the artistic significance of an artwork can somchow be grasped by vir-
tue of the fact that we are human beings? Supi)ose that it were pointed out to them
that in making this move they are locating what cxplains.'aeslhelic appreciation in
human nature and are ignoring important diff_erences'that come from conceiving of art
differently. Suppose, that is, we- alert them-to the fact that they are about to embrace

a. highly unrealistic position.
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No doubt their response would be that’ their thesis reflects the true picture of things
as they are in the actual world. After all, aesthetic practice is a uniquely human prac-
tice and the main reason we are able to appreciate works of art is because of our
shared nature. For Universalists, there is no question that human nalure underpins
aesthetic appreciation. People relate to the works of art of their owu.cuiiu‘rc and that
of other cultures because they know what artistic activity is and'undcrstnnd the point of
the practice. To support their position, the Universalist might cite the case of the
responsé of modernist European artists to the simplicity and cxprcssiv.cncss ol African
art objects. Arguing that this response occurred even when little was known about
such artworks and the artistic ideas of the relevant culture, they establish that human
nature accounts for cross-cultural appreciation. Universalists believe that the fact
appreciation is possible without informed understanding establishes that cultural differ-
ences are not as fundamental as they might seem. In short, Universalists believe that
since cross-cultural contact and communication is. grounded on a shared nature, our

appreciaiton of the arts of other cultures can legitimately be explained by it.

 In making this move, Universalists attack the central idea of the opposition, name-
ly that each culture provides the foundation or touchstone for explaining the artistic

significance of a work of art and a person's appreciation of an artwork.8 By showing

that aesthetic appreciation of an ibeji, for example, need not depend on knowledge Lal‘?\r

the Yoruba artistic ideas, Universalists strive to expose the illegitimacy of the Cultural
Relativist's linkage of aesthetic appreciélion to an informed understanding of the cul-
ture. If aesthetic appreciatioh is possible as tﬁc case of the modernist European art-
ists; response illustrates, it is — says the Universalist — illegitimate to suggest that an
understanding of the culture to which the artwork belongs undeérpins aesthetic apprecia-
tion. From the Universalist point of view, the fact that appreciation is possible even
without informed knowledge of the traditional African cultt‘lrc shows that human nature
is what correctly explains the phenomenon.
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Morcover, Universalists might correctly argue that the Cultural Relativist's attempt
to sccure the plausibility of Relativism by portraying the world-view of other cultures as
inncccssiblé, is achieved by illegitimately reducing cultures to their ditferentiating fea--
tures without ackno;vledging the at'fil;ily that éxists between them. This sleight of
hand,‘_Univcrsalis-ts would nélc, misleadingly portrays two cultures (and peoples) with
different distinguishing features .ns diametrically opposed. They would hold that this
exaggeration of cultural differences at the expense of cultural similarities blinds Cultur-
al Relativists to the role of human nature in explaining cross-cultural appreciation an'd“l ‘

makes it scem that cross-cultural appreciation is impossible.

To counteract the tendency of placing a higher epistemic value on a culture, Uni-
versalists elevate human nature to a position of immense epistemological importance so
that its explanatory role cannot possibly be ignotcd.g Using a transcendental argument
they construct a picture in which artistic activity of all cultures holds necessarily of cul-
tures and in advance of unique cultural experiences. Universalists maintain that this
does not mean that artistic activity is independent of cultural envirollmenls but only of
such special differences thﬂ arc unintelligible to members of other cultures and hence
preclude the possibility of cross-cultural understanding. To eliminate the pussibility of
any artistic ideas being unintelligible to others, the Universalist contends tl;a.t? all
human beings basically think and understand the world the same way in terms of the
same concepts. Construing these concepts as pure instruments of thought that organize
human aesthetic experiences in an intelligible manner, Universalists assume that the
possibility of there being artistic ideas that cannot, in principle, be understood by oth-

ers no longer obtains. On this theoretical picture, no cultural differences can conceiv-

ably be privileged if only because all cultural ideas arise from the same concepts.
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But does thisiUniversalist coupling ol artistic significance to cuncépluul categotics

bypass the Cultural Relativist's claim that cultural identily imposes constraints on what
'

is known, and does it undermine the suggestion that cultural origin determine what a
person can and cannot know? Moreover, why should 2 Cultural Relativist assume that
there is- more to ap_prcciatiug the ibeji t'han a non-native understands? Why must a
non-native's knowledge of the Yoruba culture, for example, be necessarily incomplete?
Before examining the reasons Cultural Relativists will draw on to justily their view,
however, it is important to note how pervasive the view is. The very same assumption
is made in gender and Black studies. Men cannot speak about feminine experience,
and only Blackslcan speak about the welfare of Blacks. Interestingly, nobody makes

the same claims about Classics or Elizabethan drama.

.. Suppose it is pointed out to Cultural Relativists that treating a non-native’s nnder-
st\a-mding of the Yoruba culture as necessarily incomplete violates the normal and ofdi-—.
nary way of understanding appreciation and of vindicating one’s claims to apprecia-
tion. In pafticular, suppose that it is pointed out that shifting the ground of
justification from a public to a culturally exclusive domain falsely assumes that appreci-

ation occurs in ways that differ from the usual. That is, suppose as was done for Uni-

versalists, we alert Cultural Relativists to the fact that they are distorting social reality.

Their immediate résponse would be that their thesis is not at variance with social
practice but that it }rcﬂecls the true picture of the actual situation in various social envi-
ronments. If anything, Cultural Relativists would cldim that their thesis errs on the
side of following everyday reality to the letter since it correctly accords priority 10 cach
culture’s social practice in deciding what appreciation is. Moreover, they would insist

that it recognizes the special features of each culture’s experiences. To buttress their

claims, they might point out examples of Nigerians finding the long-drawn out notes of
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Western classical mtls:ic particularly irritating and Westerners looking on the i'beji as

bizzare fetishes. The signil’icanc‘e of these differences is taken by Cultural Relativists
4

to support thejr stand that the significance of another culture's formal qualities is not

available to non-l.mtivcs. As they see it, the Westerners' limitation in appreciating the

ibeji like a Yoruba does is a fact of social life and not something that Cultural Relativ-

ists created.

The thrust of Cultural Relativism is dirccted at the Universalist’s linkage of artistic
meaning to fixed conceplual categories of thought and at the transcultural basis upon
which cross-cultural acsthetic experience is grounded. To undermine this linkage, Cul-
tural Relativists would first expose the fact that it is achicved by illegitimately contriv-
ing “human nature to be nniform. and by dissolving whatever . dilferences there are
between cultures.  Cultural Relativists would argue that it is hy"_misgwlédly ignoring
the differentiating features of divergent cultures that Universalists treat the worlcl‘ as
mu-: global village when in fact no such homogencity exists. Furthermore, Cultural Rel-
ativists would contend that the epistemic weight placed on human nature in e¢xplaining
aesthetic appreciation is unwarranted as it is yei to be shown that it is what brings
about this aesthetic experience. Consider the outrage of contemporaries of the moder-
nist artists when they beheld the non-mimetic mode of representation of traditional
African artworks. Cultural Relativists would argue that, if considered, it is not so
clear that human nature provides the answer to the artists’ different responses. Quite
apart from the fact that more historical evidence could be elicited to disprove the idea
that human nature per se underpins appreciation, Cultural Relativists would insist that
the Universalist's grounding of abpreci;ltion on human nature disregards the influence

of socialization on human nature itseif.
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By taking the effects of socialization to be as rigid as anything Universalists think
of as human nature, Cultural Relalivi#ts construe socialization as having the same func-
tion that the cqnceptual categories have for Universalists, 10 They dcpictl our conceptu-
al scheme of in;erpretalion as information transmitters and processors and argue that
data from external sources are processcd-‘in line with the dominant beliefs of the cul-
ture. ‘This means that our uhderslanding of artistic'ideas from profoundly different cul-
tures is coloured by the aesthetic beliefs of our own culture. Cultural Relativists cle-
vate culture to a posilion of great epistemological imporlﬁncc not just by ensuring that
the character of our conceptual scheme of interpretation is dependent on specific cul-
tural experiences but also by ensuring that individuals cannot put them aside. Because
these conf:cpl’x:il processors mediate between individuals and external social reality,
and because there is no way we can possibly put them aside, Cultural Relativists con-
tend that non-natives can never cxpcricn;:c that aspect of the stimuli of other cultures
that contains information about the artistic significance of the relevant artworks of

these cultures.

In appealing to soci.alizalion to undermine the Universalists' grounding ol cross-
cuitural aesthetic appreciation in human nature, Cultural Relativists cmpl’u)-( the same
line of attack that is generally used against the notion of immutable conceptual catego-
ries of thought. The essential lines of the argument are that supposedly pure categories
of thought are basically a reflection of the forms of relationship that exist in the cul-

ture. By calling attention to people's “immersion” in the values and beliefs of their cul-
Y 5 peop

+

ture, Cultural Relativists contend that the character of people’s conceptual categories.

is ‘constituted by the type of social, economic, and historical relationships that prevail
in the culture. Categories are no more universal and socially neutral than the social
conditions they reflect, from whiclr it follows that cultural differences exist at that con-

"

ceptual level as they do at the practical level.
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In an irﬁportnm sense, Universalists- and Cultural Relativists are arguing the same

puint: they just differ on what thcy_takclto be the character of "human nature” and on
. . |
what they wishﬁu sround aesthétic practice, The Universalist's critique of Cultural
Relativism shows that the thesis derives its force from reducing cultures to their differ-
entiating (eatures. _ Thus, two cultures become diametrically opposed with no common
ground between them when their definitive features are different. At the other end of
. . '

the spectrum, the Cultural Relativist's critique of Universalism shows that the thesis
derives its plausibility by exaggerating cultural similaritics. Thus the forénl qualitics,
the rpudt; ol representation, the symbols and.im'agcry of the artwork of two divergent
cultures are depicted as being ﬁ'undamcnlally the same. As is correctly nolcd-by Cul-
tural Relativists, biological similarity cafinot perform-the scrvigcs expected of it if only
because the influences of socialization affect the constitutive nature of people. THow-
ever, accepling this is not to deny the sameness of human nature but rather to lead us
lo pereeive that human nature has been given more weight than it can bear. Similquy,
as Universalists correctly observe, cultural differences are not so rigid that non-natives
camnot grasp the artistic significance of the artworks of other cultures. Sceing this is
not to deny the effect of socialization nor to exalt human nature but rather to perceive
that our normal process ol undcrstandin.g provides an effective way for leai‘ning about

others. »

Advocates. of both views may want to object to how their positions have been char-
acterized. .Cullurﬂzjlﬁl Relativists may assert that they do not deny that cultural similari-
ties- exist, and Universalists might want to claim that they recognize the existence of
cultural dlffc.rcm,es On the other hand Cultural Relativists cannot plausibly claim to
recognize cultural affinities since these are not reflected in their account, according to

which different cultures belong to different categorical types and the artistic signifi-

cance of other cultures is taken to be privileged. On the other hand, Universalisté can-
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not claim to have becn misrepresented since their oversimplified picture of cross-

: . . ' ' .
cultural appreciation does not give a sense of how non-natives deal with the cultural

differerfces that they encounter. However, while chastizing Universalists and Cultural
Relativists for their ckaggcrulion of specitic ’fealurcs that are assumed to be basic, it
must be acknowledged that there is nothing wrong with characterizing cultures either by
their differences or in terms of their shared features. The problem is rather with the
philosophical use to which these characterizations are put. For when cither culture or
human nature is used to account for aesthetic appreciation; Cultural Relativists and
Universalists arbitrarily exclude beforehand and in advance of all experiences the pos-

sibility that a non-native's appreciation can plausibly be explained by other means.
y _ , PP ) P y p y

From the way the two positions line up, there is no question that the single mos
important-concern to the Universalists and Cultural Relativists is the preservation of
false relationships between individuals and the artistic world-view of other cultures.
These relationships derive from the imposition of immense epistemic weight.on an
unproblematic observation of the two kinds cultural phenomena. Thus, the philosophi-
cal inquiry into how it is or is'not possible for there to be cross-cultural aesthetic
appreciation and what iS»()l.‘ is not of importance in cross-cultural aesthetic appreciation
is futile. These issues arc pseudo-problems that derive from assumptions of an inner/

outer dichotomy in a culture. The solution to the Universalist/Cultural Relativist philo-

sophical debate is'to remove the underlying assumption of a dichotomy that scis wp the
[£5Y 1

conceptual framework of the debate. Doing this shifts the problematic and dissolves
the conceptual framework within which the debate arises. The removal of theoretical
emphasis situates the issue of how cross-cultural appreciation is possible back to the

ordinary everyday context where it appropriately belongs.
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Learning is Key \

» .

Thc‘lypical philosophi_cnl approach to prob[erﬁs consists in getting aln the basic fc:'l-
ture or features that best explain an event or phenomena. The everyday dt;l'l_atcd
approach thal aims for a practical solution is de.c_ried as being inadequate since it falls.
short of providing an answer that is valid for all times and for all contexts. For philos-
ophc‘rs, what is required is the basic feature that underpins and gives a full and com-
i)lc(c explanation of all cases of cross-cultural appreciation. As a result, their investi-
gation bypasses and distorts, what goes op in real life - such as determining wh;u
people do in _pracliéc, how 'lh‘ey go about appreciating artworks, what influences them,
and so on. Butithe question the philosophical explanation prompl.s' is "What has all

. , _
this got to do with the question of how one apprcciu'lcs.thc artworks of olhler’culuircs;
what does it matter which feature is basic?” Moreover, _ho“'i does knowing that ong
shares a common n'alurc with Yorubas help, the perplexed viewer to understand and
appreciate the artistic qualities of the ibefi? And ho“.'r do we explain to the person who
obviously appreciates the ibeji that his or her apprediation falls short of the mark? In
other words, what does lh;: philosophical explanation tell us about ap;ﬁrccialion over

and above how people actually appreciate?

1

An understanding of the basic tenets of Uhiversalism and Cultural Relativism
shows that there is no convincing evidence to back up‘eith‘cr the Universalist's assump-
tion' that human nature provides'thc basis for cross-cultural appreciation, or the Cultur-
al Relativist’s limiting of non-natives' ability to undenstﬁnd and appreciate the artwork
of other cultures. The former's accordaﬁce of 'epistgmic importance to shared artistic
concepts and the latter's assumption that the artistic ,significanée of artworks is priyi-

leged are misguided. One need only think of the vast wide range of diverse and con-

flicting viewpoints existing within one culture to see that socialization does not preclude

(e ‘ 3
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the_possibility of a cross-cultural exchange of ideas. Members of a culture handle

]

these internal differences by extending their conceptual frameworks, or by changing

their perspectives. There is no reason why the same approach caunot be used in deal-

ing witlrexternal differences of the sort that exist between cultures.

We should recognize that the possibility of changing or extending one’s pcr.spc;:tivc
does not deny the i“mportnncc of socialization in fashioning pcuplc's. arlistic perspec-
tives and tastes. This possibility does, however, challenge the view that socialization
pregluécs cross-cultural appreciation. This in no way validates the Universalist's view
that a person's grasp of the artistic p‘éinl of the artworks ol other cullures is to be
explained by reference to.some immutable conceplual culcgoricsl. As the everyday
approach correctly recognizes, non-natives necil to develop the requisite framework for
seeing the artistic points of these culturally different artforms if they are to appreciate
them. To acquire this ability, a non-native lcﬁrns the sense of the imagery, desighs
and motifs, and the ‘artistic tradition of the work in question. In applying what one has
learnt one inevitably makes mistakes, and through learning from such mistakes, one
acquires an understanding of the salient points of that culture’s art practice. As |7rq;l‘i-
ci'ency increases, the learner’s sensitivity to the nuances of the aesthetic ideas of the
culture will deepen and with that comes ai)precialion.

One clear example that our normal process of understanding enables us to get at
the artistic significance of other culture’s artworks, is the case of a Western sculptor
who. lives and works in Oshogbo (Nigeria) today as a fervent devotee of the Oshun riv-
er gpddcss. Her understanding of the Yoruba mythical reality is reflected in her works
and has not been hampered by her Western origin. Nor has her appreciation of tradi-
tional Yoruba art forms ever been called into question by Yorubas. Evidence of her

understanding is clear to all who know her and is reflected in her sculptural works at
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the Oshun shrine. ‘Thus it cannot be argued that the sculptor’s experience of the Yoru-
ba culture is still distinct from that of the Yorubas. To insist on a difference is to illic-
L

itly assume that the question of what a person ex?nerienccs is to be answered by who

cxperiences i 11

Lest Universalists hope to find solace in all this, I should add that the sculptor's
admiration of Yoruba artistic style came about through sustained contact and learning,

not by unhelpful references to our conceptual scheme of thought.

There is no question that our normal process of learning cnables us to have an
understanding of the specific features of’the artistic practice of other cultures. How:
cvcr,' when Cultural Relativists maintain, for instance, that th;a ibeji statuette is more a
part of the everyday experience of the Yorubas than it is a part of a non-natiwe, there
is an intuitive sense in which this is correct. Naliv;:s of a culture have a greater ten-
dency towards understanding the point of their artistic mode of represcntation than do
non-natives. Yorubas encounter no great difficul-ty in identifying an ibeji statuctte.
‘They know what it is used for, they recognize its significance, and they know how they
should relate to it. This is not so for the nﬁn-nali've who must learn all this and who

might not even have the time to improve on his or her proficiency.

But the fact that natives relate more casily to their artworks is not due to a "spe-
cial” relationship with their culture, one whiéh no one else can have. Rather,it is
because they are more familiar with the artworks, these being regular features in their
ordinary everyday life. The same relationship can be cultivated — albeit with consider-
able effort — by almost anyone as the case of the Western sculptor and numerou.s oth-
ers illustrates. To tﬁe extent that this familiarity is what Cultural Relativists depend on
for theoretical support, they have made a serious mistake because this fam‘iliarity does
not substantiate the view that a non-native's understaﬁding and aesthetic appreciation

are limited.
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The Cultural Relativist cannot get around the matter by contrasting the non-

native’s experiences of the ibeji with that of the iva beji's (mother of twins). For the

woman'’s experiences of the statuctte are governed by considerations that are not pri-’

‘marily aesthetic, whereas those of the non-native and many Yorubas who are not in the
same position as the iya ibeji are primarily aesthetic and sccondarily mythical. Their
aesthetic interest might be held by the alternating mags and volumes of the sculptural

treatment, or by the manitestation of physical and spiritnal human qualitiesTin conerete

[orm, while the iya beji herself concentrates on the loss of her infant and of her obliga-

tions to fulfill the relevant religious requirements. The mistake in the comparison is

that it illegitimately substitutes a non-aesthetic [or an acsthetic experience.
| ‘

In as much as it may be advisable tor notf-natives to learn where acsthetic

emphases lie from natives, that cannot be construed as suggesting that a non-nytive’

must respond like a native.  For instance, legitimate questions may in certain circum-

“stances be raised about how well a non-native understands the ibefis Bupwhen grounds

- A . -
that accord with normally accepted ways of validating onc':l&\apprccmlmn are given --

-

such as stating what one appreciates about the object, how one fooks at the picee of
work and so on — it'makes no sense to ask further whether the non-native’s apprecia-

<
tion is like a Yoruba's. The person’s response reveals\that he or she has a good grasp

of what the artistic and aesthetic objectives are of the zu\isl. ‘

i
With r_egard to the central claims of Universalism, there is a perfectly legitimate

sense in which it is reasonable to say that a person’s appreciation of the art of a differ-

ent culture is a result of sharing the-same nature. But we should note that this sense

ta

does not vindicate the Universalist thesis. There is nothing in what has been said that
suggests that understanding cultural and artistic differcnces is adequately explained by

a shared human nature. As one who has had to learn the art of a basically different
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_culluru, human nature nolwilhslnndiné, I find that to speak of apbrcciating, say,
Impressionist paintings, one must know who the Impressioﬁist urtists were, what distin-
guishes that style from the neo-Classical, the Fauvist and :the.Cubist style, and so on.
One must kiow what counts as an impressigl;isl painting, what the artists were trying
to achicve by their peculiar style and why those artistic concerns were seen to be

important. In short, onc must have an informed understanding of the special features

of the art style that distinguishes it from one's own.

Universalists mighl say they are not construing human nature as fully cxplaining a
non-native’s understanding of the artworks of another culture, nor are they saying that
no significant differences cé:ist between the artforms of different cultures, But if they
make these claims, what is the point of philosophical Universalism? Why object to the
low level of dcscriptioh of the commonsense universalist account? Morcover, what is

the point of 3

arching for g basic feature and of appealing to human nature to explain

. ) [ ,

that cultural differences do not pose a problem to cross-cultural appreciation? Univer-
.o .

sulists cannot plausibly deny that they are using human nature to explain our ability to

appreciate.

| &

Sliding into Philasfphy -

** We should realize that the two inflated theoretical views — Universalism and Cul-
tural Relativism — have nothing to do with the quite reasonable everyday Iviews from
which they startcd.. Examination shows theorists to be. responding to underlying theo-
retical concerns of the inner/duter dichotomy rather than to the practical concerns of
everyday life. As has earlier bcen‘shovm, the jump""l*mto Universalism and Cultural

Relativism comes from making more out of everyday life and relationships than ordi-

nary reality supports. Philosophers do this by investing everyday notions with subtle
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nuances of meaning that twist them out of context. These rnciicnlly nilercd notions and
relations are then put to work either to undermine the possibilily'ofl cross-cultural
aesthetic appreciation, or to secure it b-y refusing to see the probl’cm.l?- The centrat
mistake in Universalism is that it ignores cultural differences, or at least treats them as

if they did not exist; and the central mistake in Cultural Relativism is that it arbitrarily

limits non-natives’ understanding of other cultures and treats it as privileged.
ta
P -] -

So why do advocates of Universatism and Cultural Relativism [ail to see the basic

error in their theses? Why is the mistake obscured?

-

[

The geason advocates of the two approaches fail to note the mistake in their posi-
tions is because they illicitly oscillate between two distinet poles of cxplzfnnlion. Al
one pole is the' philosophical explanation that accords cognitive signjl’icuncc 10 the
inner/oﬁler dichotomy, and at the other pole is the commonsense everyday view that
altaches no special importance to the inner/outer dichotomy. In shoring up their philo-
sdphical claims, Universalists and Cultural Relativists slide back and forth between

these two views. The oscitlation often occurs when the plausibility of the commypnsense
o

't'n‘:tched beyond

jmits to support a particular claim. Al critical

moments thd, philosoplfers appeal to mundane prosaic examples to lend plausibility to

their claims and mask the illegitimacy of the theoretical claim.

For example, wheg Universalists attempt 1o explain a non-native’s appreciation
_ P pl

of the ibeji by reference to human nature, they generally rely on and cite actual cases

to buttress their ¢claims. But this reliance is illegitimate if only because in everyday life

¥
numerous cases abound to controvert the suggestion that aesthetic appreciation is
underpinned by our shared nature. This restriction of cognitive focus just to examples
that validate the Universalist position contributes in creating the illusion that cross-

cultural appreciation can be accounted for by our common nature. This shift by Uni-
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versalists to the cvc;yday pole — albeit to draw on examples - enables Universalists to
mask the errors in their claims. The normal and pedestrian character of the examples
.cal.)écllrcs‘ lh-c fact that they are functioning out of context to support a theoretical per-
spective that fails to cmphasizc that non-natives generally appreciale an artwork by
learning about the artistic ideas underpinning it+ Thus, the Universalist's objective to
o -
deny the relevance of cultural differences in aesthetic appreciation goes unchallenged
because {)nc is swayed or taken in by the ordinariness of the cxampﬁ:.

The situation is much the same for Cultural Relativists., They engage in the same
ploys in order tuo defend their view about the cultural exclusivity of the arl%sli; signifi-
cance of the artwork of other cultures: To establish their claims concerning the diffi-
culty of up[.)rcciuling the art of other cultures, they often point to cases in which appre-
ciation faltérs, cns:cs like those of Nigerians finding the lonig-drawn ,oul notes ol
Western classical music particularly irritating and Westerners looking on the ibeji as
bizzare fetishes. These difficulties are used to reinforce their stand that the content of
the artistic qualities of other cultures is not available to non-natives. But this téo is
illegitimate, not because it involves a selective use of examples, but because in the
everyday ::nvironménl in whicﬁ such cases occur these examples do not rule out the
possibility of the non-natives’ ability to understand. What is disturbing here is that the
very ordinariness and commonplace nature of the examples beguiles the unwary into
missing the problematic ideas of Cultural Relativism so that he or she fails to detect

—

the pscudo-nature of the philosophical problems.

The false claims of Universalism and Cultural Relativism are masked when advo- D
cates of the two views illicitly hitch a ride with everyday examples and notions to. give
a semblance of truth to views that are clearly indefensible. This exploitation of the

familiar and pedestrian nature of ordinary examples maked it difficult to expose the
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theoretical errors of Universalism and Cultural Relativism, and as a result, the two
theses are able to maintain the itlusion of penetrating to the very nature of things. The
slide from the philosophical to the commonplace level of discourse is used to set up

theoretical frameworks within which phflonphical speculation thrives. In sum, the

obluscations associated with philosophical posturing prevents us from sceing the funda-

mental mistakes of Utnivcrsaiism and Cultural Relativism alike.

3

Concluding Remarks

Some philosophers may worry that .lrhc broad condemnation of "philosophical”

approaches in this chapter is unjuslificdnand, indeed, rather sell-defeating. While sym-
o

pathetic to the central theme of this thesis, namely that aesthetic appreciation has been
distorfed because of the immense epistemic éignificance given 1o the inner/outer dicho-
tomy, these philosophers are uncomfortable with the suggestion that philosophical
enterprise be abandoned. They reason that the objeetive of a critique must be 1o trins-
form and extend the limits of philosophical discourse. Consequently, these philoso-
phers see a strong anti-theoretical stance of the sort contained in this chapter as self-
defeating, since it fails to propose an alternative theoretical account based on the
possibilities that open up when false dichotomies and conundrums are undermined. In
srhort, a sweepéng indictment of philosophical inquiry is unacceptable, because it neg-

ates the search of another more satisfying account.

But we should also note that the resistance to the anti-theoretical stance of this

chapter operates at another far deeper level. The opposition is much more than the

perceived self-defeating nature of an anti-theoretical stance. An examination of the

source of the philosophical unease shows that it stems from the idea that commensense

reality or everyday practice is being cast in the role of arbiter of the adequacy of philo-
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sophical analysis. In other words, the rcsenlrr;cnl derives from fears that everyday
practice is being envisioned as a surrogate for philosophical explanations. For these
philosophers, the idea that the adcquﬁcy of philosophical claims and prescriptions are
to be determined by cveryday practice is problematic. To them, this requires that we

clevate everyaday practice to the siatus ;)f an explanatory principle. The problem they

' cnvisage is twofold. The [first conc;:rns.how commonsense reality can.adequutely func-
tion as an explanatory principle since it is this reality that spawns the problems that
philosophers are concerned with; and the second concerns how we adjudicate between
answers that everyday practice witl provid;: since these answers cannot reasonably be
taken at face value or as a given. In fact, the questions that fuel the obpo:&ilion to the
anti-theoretical perspective derive from the view that everday practice or commonsense
reality cannot provide answers to the sorts of questions a philosopher might want to
ask even if these are reformulated to avoid false dichotomies.

One obvious response to this is, If commonsense reality cannot provide answers to
philosophical puzziement,” where can tiu: philosopher plausibly _expe;:t to find solutions
to his or her prob‘lcms. What is impc;rtant to note is that the philosophical resistance
to an anti-theoretical perspective deriv-es from a particular conception of cverydzly
practice or commonsense reality and an underlying belief that to adjudicate between
answers and solutions provided by everyday practice we require -a standpoint that is
disengaged from the pracﬁcc. The picture of everyday p_raclicc underpinning the philo;
sophical opposition to an anti-thcorgtical perspecli§é is of a monolithic entity that is
“there”, 'whichlwc can somehow examine from a disengagedAor- theoretical po_sili.on, and
which contains the answers to any quéstions that one might think ofl. Now; when this
particular picture of what counts as everyday practice is put to work in a theoretical
setting, everyday practice is conceived of as something that is appealed to by anti-
theoreticians to explain the "deep” puzzlement produced by the commonsense way of

+*
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talking that generates philosophical problems. Puinting out that éveryduy practice is a

complex environment and its solutions cannot be taken at face value, or treated as a
given (since we have to adjudicate beiween claims) then becomes a convenient way of

legitimizing the importance of theory.

.
-

BBut the anti-theoretical perspective is not so casily dismissed because the picture

of everyday practice as a surrogate lor theory is not the one that informs my argument.

In keeping with the low-level of description favoured in this investigation, everyday
practice or commonsense reality is simply a useful means of describing people’s activi-
ties in the world. It does not function in nﬁy absolute theoretical sense of having all
the answers laid out, nor does it suggest that we can find the answers to_all questidns
that might be asked. In fact, in recognition ol the complexity ol the everyday environ-
ment and the fact that we cannot, in any absolute sense, disengage ourselves from our
real life situation, the anti-theorctical pursﬁuctivc advocales that ankwers be worked

out in context rather than arrived at by pure speculation or abstract thought.

On my perspective, everyday practice defines the ordinary situation in which
potential philosophical problems have their source, and are attended to without
according or perceiving weighty epistemological issues that upon investigation turn out
to derive from certain unexaminleLi presuppositions. In this sense, everyday practice
can provide a measure of adequacy of phil'osophical claims and prescriptions since the
content of these claims and prescriptions have important conscqu-cnccs for how we live

our lives. However, in claiming that cveryday practice can serve as an arbiter for phil-

osophical analyses, I do not mean that it does so in any absolute sense. Wcaa..not just

pick any answer as the correct solution to a particular question. The suggested

‘answers are deliberated upon to determine which of them best reflects the events in

real life, and whether what is proposed meets with the contingencies of our ordinary

life.
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Thus, the anti-theoretical stance adopted in this chapter is directed at the i)hﬂO-
sophical tendency to cxploit ordinary ways of describing our aestht':lic experiences, and
not necessarily at philosophy itself. As a result, the posilive aspect of my thesis is not
undc'rr'nincd by the condemnation of this way of doing philosophy. On the constructive
side, my advocacy for a non-theoretical position is a proposal that philosobhical dis-
course should keep to a low-level of descriptions for it is at this level that we can better
determine whether the perceived “deep” puzziement of everyday practice is as deep as
is philosophically. made out. This proposal is pertinent since investigation reveals that
the misconstrual of aesthetic appreciation is the result of conferring greater cbislcmo[o-
gical importance on commonplaces than they deserve, not because philosophers have

fost sight of everyday practice.
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ing what appreciation is would beconie irrelevant under those conditions.” See Douglas
Dempster "Aesthetic Experience and Psychological Definitions of Art", Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 44 (1985): 153-165. '

9. We should note that there is a commonplace sense in which we claim to have intui-
tive insight. But this sense differs from that presupposed by subjectivism. The pedes-

- trian understanding of intuitive insight occurs within a context of what we know about
the object. . :

.}0..Sec Arthur Da:;to’s "The Artworld", PP. 572-4 in Journal-of Philosophy, 61 (1964): -
571-584. - - - : .

11. See Ted Cohen "A Critique on the Institutional Theory;of Art: The Possibility of
Art” in Dickie, G‘eorge and Sclafani, Richard J.(eds.), Aesrhe{ic_s: A Critical Antholo-
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gy, New York: St. Martin's Press, 1977¢ 183-194.

CHAPTER THREE . B , - S

1. Beardblcy appeals to thls problem as a ]uan[lcnhon of why n is essential to isolate n
special phenomenological state of aesthetic expericnce. Aldrich's investigation of the
perceptual process of aesthetic experience, as well as Stolnitz's theory of disinterested
aesthetic attitude, all stem from this' conception. Mdnroc C. Beardsley, "The Aesthet-
ic Point of View", "Aesthetic Experience”, and "Acsthetic LExperience Regained”, in
Michael J. Wreen and Donald M. Callen (eds.). The Aestheric Point of View, Ithaca:
Cornell Univ. Press, 1982: 15-34, 283-297, 77-92. Also see Virgil Aldrich "Prehension”
in thlosophy of Art, Englewood Cliffs, N.J: Prentice-lall, 1963: 19-24, and Jerome
Stolnitz "On the Ongms of 'Aesthetic D:qmtt.rcsledm.ss"' Journal of Aesthetics and Art
Crmczsm 20 (1961): 131-143. :

2-Much of this worry is voiced in “The Aesthetic Point of View", "Aesthetic Experi-
nce Regained” and "Aesthetic Experience”. The worry constitutes the main theme of
many of Beardsley's inquiries into the nature and character of acsthetic experience.

3. 1 should however point out that the institutionalist assumption that a legitimate sepa-
ration can be made between what counts as aesthetic c;\pcru.ng.c. in outer social mani-
festations is an instance of the view that cxperu.nu, is something that goes on in the
inner. See George Dickie's "Affective Unity?” in Art and the Aesthetic, New York:
Cornell Univ. Press, 1975: 182-200.

4. Sce Beardsley's "Aesthetic Expericnce Regained,” p. 81 in The Aesthetic Point of
View, Ithaca: Cornell Univ Press, 1982: 77-92.

5. There are different variations of the institutionalist approach. However, the follow-
ing defend the institutionalist perspective: see Rowland Abiodun's "The Concept of
IWA in Yoruba Aesthetics: Identity and the Artistic Process” a revised version of a
paper presented at the Fifth Triennial On African Art in Atlania, Georgia, 1980; and
Robert Farris Thompson, "Aesthetic of the Cool” in Afr:can Arts Vi1, 1(1973), and
Black Gods and Kings, Bloomington; Indiana Univ. Press, 1976: ch. 3; and J. Vansina
Art. History in Africa London. Longman, 1984: 130-3; And Ekpo Eyo’s Two Thousand
Years Nigeria Art, Laj;os Federal Department of Antiquities, 1977: 8.

6. Dickie -and Tilghman hold that appreciation of an artwork such as the ikenga sta-
tuette cannot occur independently of the reference frame or object in the outer world.
See ‘Dickie’s "Agsthetic Experience: Affective Unity?" Art and the Agsthetic, New

York: Cornell Univ, Press, 1975: 182-200; and Tilghman's Bur is it Art? Ther Va!ue of '

Art and the Temptaﬂon of Theory, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984: chs., 2-3.

7. It must be mentioned that subjectivists are aWare of this problem and”are intensify-
ing their efforts to find a way of overcoming this handicap. This concern underpins
Beardsley's justification as to why it is 1mportaﬁt to isolate a special phenomenological

state of aesthetic experience. Aldrich’s investigation into the perceptual process of

aesthetic experience ‘and Stolnitz's theory of disinterested aesthetrc attitude all stem
from this same basis. '

8. For more discussion on the effect of this inner/outer dichotomy see P. M. S. Hack-
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cr,..’nsz;ghr and ‘Iﬂt_:sian', Oxford: Clarendon Press rev. ed.; 1986: 245-247.

9. We should note that this example is not as far-fetched as may initially seem. A sim-

. ifar experiment has been carried out on epileptic patients to produce the feeling of deja
vu that normally precedes a seizure. The objective of the medical experiment is to iso-
late the specific region of the brain that triggered off these seizures.

10.-On. April 17, 1988 the C.B.C. programme “State of the Arts” looked at the unplea-
sant experiences of some . Toronto high school students of racial minority groups
regarding their literature texts. Aggravaled by the taunts and jeers of peers that clear-
ly derived from the negative images depicted in the texts, the traumatic ¢xpericnces of

~ these students led to the suspension of The Merchant of Venice {rom lhc curriculum
pending a review by the Schoo! Board. .

11. See Leslie Bumcts “Two Film Critics Quit Iestival Panel in Protest” in The New
York Times, C 19, I“:_burary 5, 1988.

12. 1 owe much of the insight for this to the ideas developed by Hacker in Insight and
Husion, pp. 245-247.

CHAPTER FOUR

t. Beardsley for one observes this distinction when he accepts that though musical pro-
gramme notes might help increase our appreciation of the music, the information pro-
vided is merely a condition for appreciation, not the appreciation itsclf. See "The
Acsthetic Point of View”, pp. 28-30. e

2. TFormalists like Clive Bell, Roger Fry and Adrian Stokes, to mention a few, are
staunch adherents of this view.

3. William Rubin shares this subjectivist viewpoint. See Roberta Smith in "Art: Multi-
ple Viewpoints in African Sculptures”, New York Times, October 23 1987, C 38; and
[1arold Osborne, in "Aesthetic Experlence and Cultural Value” in JAAC XLIV (1986)
334; and also evident when experts in African art talk to themselves about their works.

4. For more extensive discussion on the peculiar logical grammer of intentional ndtion
and why it is misguided to consttue them as analyzable into definite descnpuons, see
Hector-Neri Castenada, “He”>"A Study in the Logic of Seif-Consciousness”, in Ratio, 8
(1966): 130-157; and "On the Logic of Attributions of Self-Knowledge to Others”, in -
Journal of thiosophy, 54 (1968): 439-456. Also see.Sydney Shoemaker, "Splf: .

~..Reference and Self-Awareness”, in JP, 65 (1968): 555-567. See P. M. S. Hacker, ™A
Cloud of Philosophy Condensed in a Drop of Grammer” Insight and Ilusion, Oxford:
Clarendon Press rev., 1986, pp. 276-306; and Saul Kripke, "Other Minds" ‘ngensrem
on Rules and Private Language, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1982.

5. Lest it be assumed that such reactions occur only with artworks of other cultures, it
is worthwhile to recall the uproar that greeted the works of Impressionist painters in
the Salon des Refusés in Paris in 1863, the acid comments of the British Art Establish-
ment about Moore's "Gruyére cheese” sculptures in the 1950s, the and 1973 furore gen-
crated by Robert Murray’s metal sculpture in Ottawa, to mention a few.
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6. This is contained in Danto’s views that artistic :.lgmficnncc of an arlwork is logically

dependent on the relevant aesthetic theory. Dickie's view is that an understanding of
contextual features is a prerequisite for artistic understanding.

7. Even Beardsley rcadily acknowledges the importance of understanding the mt.unm;,
of aesthetic terms und referents, and he recommends such an appronch to upprecin-

tion. See Monroe Beardsley's, "Arust:c Form in Aesrher:cs Problems in the Pinlo.so—
- phy of Criticism, pp.165-209.

8. Beardsley argues that a distinction is to be mad@ffetween the condition that sets up
the framéwork for .lpprecmnou and the condition Mat defines artistic value. lhoubh
for him, knowledge of the artworld may provide favourable conditions that increase
our appreciation, “he insists that this does not make the artworkd part of the expeni-

ence. He believes that aesthetic appreciation derives from the artistic qualities of an
object.

9.Ina dcbatc with Ted Cohen, Dickie trivializes lht. relevance of formal qualllu,s in’
establishing what is or is not an artwork by focusing on the formal qualitics ol white~

ness, and ‘smoothm.:.s of a urinal. He go€s on to note that just about any man-made
object exhibits the same qualities. Cohen counters Dickie's elimination of the role of
formal qualities in defiging the objectives of the art practice, by arguing that il these
qualities are played down as much as Dickie does, then Dickie cannot explain why
some artworks rather than others are candidates for apprecintion. In which case,
bestowing the status of art on objects becomes an arbitrary and pointless exercise, a
situation that does not auger well for Dickie's institutionalist theory of art.

10. See Douglas C. McGill's "The Art in Ordinary African Objects” in The New York
Times, January 28, 1988; and Roberta Smith's "Art: African Artworks and Artifacts”
in The New York Times, C 28, Feburary 19, 1988.

11. See:Emefie lkenga-Metu, "Igbo Religious Symbols of Personal Achievement” in
Africana Marburgensia, 19, ] (1986): 3749; Carol Ann Lorenz, "The Ishan Cult of the

Hand" in African Arts, 4 (1987), and Okc.chukwu E. Odita, African Studies Review,
16, 1 (1973): 73-82.

CHAPTER FIVE

1. When 'Universalism’ and ‘Cultural Relativism’ begin with capital letters they are
bemg used to describe the philosophical views. But when they bt.g,m with small letters

~ 'universalism’ and cultural relativism’ — they are b,%mg used inina d(.l'lau.d c.w.ryday
sense ‘ R . |

2. Sce chapter 1 pp- 30-3f and'p. 33. '

3. In many respects, the problem that both Cultural Relativism and Universalism are
concerned with bears a strong resemblance to the epistemological problem of other
minds. The epistemological concerns of both-are so uncanmngly similar that one can
plausxbly say that the phllosophlcal debate of how we appreciate the artworks of other
cultures is an extension of the "other mind” debate, or at least a transference of its cog-
nitive problems to the cultural level. Just as the "other mind" problem has its basis in
the distinction between the inner/mental and the outer/physical, likewise the problem
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of appreciating the artworks of other cultures derives from a similar distinction: the
inner/world-view and the outer/social activities.

4. IFascimile of the strong programme of Cultural Relativism are to be found in the
views of Barry Bames and David Bloor. See their co-authored paper "Relativism,
Rationalism and the Sociology of Knowledge” in Rationality and Relativism, Martin
Hollis and Steven Lukes {eds.), pp. 21-47. Also see Wole Soyinka's Myth, Luemture
and the African World, Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1976; and K.C. Anyan-
wu's "Artistic and Aesthetic Experience” in E.A. Ruch and K. C Anyanwu (eds.),
African Philosophy, Catholic Book Agency, 1981: 270-282. Among anthropologists,
those who favour the particularistic theory of cultures like Franz Boas, share this
strong view. Fascimile of the strong version of Universalism are ‘to be found in the

- works of Martin Hollis “The Social Destruction of Reasoning” Rationality and Relativ-

ism, op cit., pp. 67-86; W. Newton-Smith "Relativism and the Possibility of Interpreta-
tion”, ibid., 106—122 'Ihns strong universalist version is evident in the works of anthro-
pologists who favour a linear woluuonnry theory of cultures.

5. The more moderate versions of Universalism are found in the views of Jan Hacking
"Language, Truth and Reason” in Rationality and Relativism, op cit., pp. 46-88; and

- Ernest Gellner “Relativism and Universals", ibid., pp. 181-200. A restrained version of

Cultural Relativism is contained in the views of bridgehead theorists like Robin Horton
“Traditlon and Modernity Revisted”, ibid., pp.201-260; and Steven Lukt_s "Relativism
m Its Place”, ibid,, pp. 261-305. .

6. Dan Sperber gives an mdu,atlon of how anthropologists set about reconstructing the
data in their field notes to serve certail underlying interests and objectives. See his
paper "Appraently Irrational Beliefs” in Rationality and Relativism, pp. 177-180. Also,
it is worth noting that nearly all the contributors to Rationalism and Relativism, start

.off their discussion by envisioning Cultural Relativism either as a threat to Truth, Rea-

son and Qbjectivily and so must be combatted, or as crucial to undcrstanding other
socicties and so must be encouraged. Indeed, the kind of theoretical moves philoso-
phers or theorists make are already pre-fixed by their visions of reality and-the place
of relativistic ideas within them.

7. See Jacqueline Delange-Fry's "On Exhibiting African Art” p. 548 in The Visual Arts:
Plastic and Graphic, Justine M. Cordwell (ed.). The Hague: Mouton Publishers, 1979,
535-552.

8. Concern for the status of Truth, Reason, Reality and Objectivity gives rise to the
uncompromising response of Umversallsts 1o relauwsuc ideas.

Y. Theorists employ dlffenng strategies in makmg this point. Ernest Gellner in "Rela-
tivism and Universals” appeals to science as what provides the conceptual unity that
bypasses the problem of Relativism. We should, however, note that what props up
Gellner’s notion of science (or single world) is human intelligence, for this is -what
explains the efficacy of scientific endeavours. In his own contribution, Martin Hollis
grounds conceptual unity on human rationality and logic. Steven Lukes and Robin
Horton invoke a core of shared beliefs which they explain by reference to human
nature. Although the language and the choice of concepts that function as surrogate

“for human nature may differ, but the logic of the Universalists’ argument rests on the

idea of a common human nature. This, for them, provxdes an escape route from the
constraining lmpl:callons of relativism.

10. Theorists like K.C. Anyanwu, Wole Soyinka, - Barry Barnes and David Bloor

" .
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employ the idea that experjence is ordered differently to make culture a touchstone in
understanding other societies.

11. For further discussion on the illegitimacy of*assuming that the person having the
_ experience characterizes the experlence rather than the other way around see Hacker
"*The Ownership Condition” in Insight and Illusion, 238-241. Also see Thomas C.
Mayberry "The Same Psychological State” on why the assumption that psychological
states can be numerically distinguished is misguided. Analysis, 31 (1971): 122-127.

12. See Warren Goldfarb, "I Want You To Bring Me A Slab: Remarks On The Open-
ing Sections Of The Philosophical Investigations” pp. 272-8 in Synthese 56 (1983):

265-282, on how ordinary notions are exploited and given a meaning they do not have -

in their ordinary context and which our commonplace understanding o[ those notions
do not bear.
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