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OcHOBa 3CTeTUYECKOTO MepexrnBaHUA

A number of philosophers have, during the past two decades, focused attention on
the essential nature, or identity, of aesthetic experience: what makes an experience
aesthetic, or what kind of experience is the aesthetic experience? Put differently, how
can we distinguish an aesthetic experience from a moral, religious, or practical experien-
ce? Moreover, is it intelligible, plausible, to speak of aesthetic experience at all? Or, does
an event, activity, or act usually called agesthetic experience exist? If so, what does it
mean for such an event, activity, or act to exist and to be aesthetic? I raise this line of
questions mainly because some philosophers' have questioned a long standing tradition
of taking almost for granted that aesthetic experience’ is an integral element — indeed,
the ground, basis — of aesthetic enjoyment and evaluation. In arecent article, for
example, Kingsley Price has argued that the question, "What makes an experience aesthe-
tic? ”*, does not ask, “"What makes the awareness (the mental state by which we perceive
the art work) in an aesthetic experience aesthetic? >, but rather, "What makes the object
in an aesthetic experience an aesthetic object? "> And in his latest work, Understanding
the Arts,® John Hospers has tried to show that the whole concept of aesthetic experience

! The first philosopher who advanced a serious analysis of the being and identity of the aesthetic
experience was J.O. Urmson: What Makes a Situation Aesthetic? “Proceedings of the Aristo-
telian Society™, Supplementary Vol. XXXI, 1957. Sce also W.E. Kennick: Does Traditional
Aesthetics Rest on a Mistake? “Mind”, vol. 67,1958; G. Schlesin ger: Aesthetic Experience
and the Definition of Art, “The British Journal of Aesthetics”. G. Dickie: The Myth of the
Aesthetic Attitude, " American Philosophical Quarterly™, 1,1964; M. Cohen: Aesthetic Essence,
Philosophy in America, ¢ed. M= Black, London 1962.

2 K. Price: What makes an experience aesthetic? “The British Journal of Aestneuc”
vol. 19, 1979.

3). Hos pers: Understanding the Arts, Prentice-Hall 1982,
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is confused, muddy, and perhaps untenable it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to
speak of aesthetic experience as a unique type of experience, as an experience distin-
guishable from moral, religious, intellectual, or sexual experience.

I would readily admit that the concept of aesthetic experience is vague, misused, and
in some cases abused, and that it is, consequently, in need of clarification, perhaps
overhaul; but I cannot readily admit that we cannot speak, at least in principle, intell.-
gibly of aesthetic experience or that we cannot identify this experience as a type of
experience. Although Hospers raises a number of important and difficult questions
regarding the existence and identity of aesthetic experience, and although he advances
strong arguments to validate his claim, he does not, I think, succeed in showing that
aesthetic experience is a useless or senseless concept. In this paper | intend to analyze and
evaluate the main argument which Hospers offers in support of his view. The propositions
which I plan to defend are: (1) the principle of artistic distinction is possession of
aesthetic qualities; that is an artefact is a work of art in so far as it possesses, or embodies,
aesthetic qualities; (2) an experience of an art work is, or becomes, aesthetic when it is an
actualization, or as Ingarden would say concretization, of the basic qualities, or values,
usually designated as aesthetic qualities, or values.

Let us begin our discussion of Hospers® view by asking: what kind of experiences are
aesthetic experiences? The emphasis in this question is on the identity of the aesthetic
experience, viz., what aspect, or character, distinguishes the aesthetic experience from
other types of experience? Hospers quotes, though briefly, Stolnitz’s answer to the
question: “the aesthetic experience is the experience one has when the aesthetic attitude
is sustained.”® But this answer if unsatisfactory mainly because it ’makes the experience
depend on first having the attitude; and it has the unfortunate consequence that, if it
turns out that there isn’t after all an aesthetic attitude, then there can be no aesthetic
experience either, since the experience is defined in terms of the attitude.”® This argu-
ment rests on the assumption that having an aesthetic attitude in an event of aesthetic
perception is what makes the experience in that event aesthetic; therefore, if the attitude
is a phantom, i.e., does not exist, the alleged aesthetic experience would not, eo ipso,
exist. And even if it exists, is it not possible for one to assume such an attitude towards
an art work but not have an aesthetic experience simply because the work is bad or
aesthetically trivial? And is it not possible for one to have an aesthetic experience
suddenly, or spontaneously, without having the chance to gear himself into an aesthetic
attitude? Hospers has a lengthy chapter in Understanding the Arts in which he did his
best to show that the aesthetic attitude as a principle of aesthetic distinction does not
exist. He acknowledges, however, that his negative findings on the aesthetic attitude do
not rule out the possibility, or even plausibility, of speaking intelligibly of aesthetic
experience. We can, that is, still speak of aesthetic experience even though we may hold

4 Understanding the Arts, p. 353.

5 Ibid.
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But is it the case that arf cannot be defined, or that the large number of symphonies,
paintings, statues, buildings, poems, novels, etc., which we usually call art works do not
share a common feature or aspect on the basis of which they can be grouped as a class
and to which we can meaningfuily apply the termart? Aestheticians have been debating
this question with a high degree of vigor during the past two decades; many theories and
arguments and ways of analyzing the problem have been advanced to solve, and perhaps
dissolve, the problem. I am not quite certain that ali the philosophers who have participa-
ted in this debate are reconciled or agreed on a general happy solution to the problem. Of
one thing, though, I am certain, viz., it is extremely difficult, almost impossible, to
define, or attempt to define art on the basis of observable or exhibited property or set
of properties. And the aestheticians who constructed theories of art like Kant, Hegel,
Schopenhauer, Croce, Collingwood, Santayana, Dewey, Fry, to mention just a few names,
did not, I am certain, distinguish art works as a class on the basis of empirically obser-
vable properties, but on the basis of unexhibited properties, properties that come to life,
fruition, or actualization in the aesthetic experience. Art is, and should be, defined not on
the basis of how an art work ordinarily, merely, or naively appears to the senses but on the
basis of what it does to the imagination. This is based on the fundamental assumption
that the artistic about art, or what makes an object art, is not a finished product or aspect
but a spiritual content which acquires its structure and meaning in the process of aesthe-
tic perception. If the artistic about art is to be reduced to a complex of sensible qualities
directly perceivable by the senses and perceived the way we perceive ordinary objects
then art loses its unique character in our life and the history of culture. The so-called art
works would then be reduced to ordinary artefacts like the rest of man made objects
which come and pass out of existence without leaving a significant impression upon the
course of human civilization.

The point which I am trying to stress, and which Hospers is reluctant to grant, is that
art can be defined: there is a basic element, or aspect, which is common to all the things
commonly called art works. This element, or aspect, is usually called beauty, or aesthetic
quality. The first term is both vague and narrow in its application; this is why it is

abandoned by many aestheticians and artists. The latter term is, I think, expressive and
useful. An artefact is a work of art inasmuch as it possesses aesthetic qualities and is
therefore the ground of an aesthetic experience. | do not here need to sketch a theory of
art, or art work; but [ need to emphasize that it is quite meaningful to hold that an art
work is an artefact made by man though tfully, consciously, and purposefully; as such it is
a construct, a form, which embodies aesthetic qualities. These qualities exist in the work
as a complex potentialities awaiting realization qua meaning in aesthetic perception. It
might help if I quote a distinguished authority on this subject. Harold Osborne, writes:

A work of art, is a construct which is constituted fine by the possession of aesthetic qualities,
aesthetic qualitics being a necessary though not perhaps a sufficient condition for any artefact to be
classified as a work of art. Aesthetic qualities, it is gencrally agreed, belong to the wider class of
‘emergent’ properties, which means that aesthetic qualities cannot be derived or deduced from non-
-acsthetic qualities and their interrelations by the application of a system of rules although any change
in the rclevant non-aesthethic qualities of a construct will effect a change, perhaps disproportionately,
in its aesthetic qualitics. Most works of art are complex constructs with acsthetic qualities existing at
various levels of containment constituting a kind of hierarchy. The work of art perceived as a whole —
a Gestalt - has over-all aesthetic qualities and the contained parts have also their aesthetic qualities.
The acsthetic characteristics at cach higher level of containment are ‘emergent’ not only from the
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This feature calls for our earlier question: how do we recognize, or identify, such an
object as art? This question becomes doubly important especially when we are told that
works like paintings, symphonies, statues, poems, etc., which appear to ordinary sense-
-perception as generically different from each other, are art works and that they are art
because they share an aspect — art-making aspect — among themselves.

We approach, and identify, an object as an art work, not because of certain observ-
able lines, colors, or representation, and not because it is an ordinary object or an
artefact formed to serve a practical purpose, but because it is a purposive, i.e. signifi-
cant form, a form capable of realizing a meaningful experience in which we are delighted,
enlightened, inspired, and in which the very heart of our imagination is enlivened. That is,
I am able to distinguish a fine work of art from an ordinary object, or artefact, by the
fact that the former invites me or presents itself to my sensibility as a purposive form.
And I am able to make this distinction, and respond to the object as art, mainly because
I know what it means for something to be a fine work of art. This knowledge, or better
cognitive skill, is usually acquired when one becomes a member of the artworld, when
one is exposed to the art works which inhabit our cities, museum, auditoriums, opera
houses, literary books, and learns to appreciate and discourse about the nature and
peculiar aspects of these and similar works. In every artistic domain there are broadly
articulated conventions, rules, or procedures which guide us in our approach to, and
perception of, the art works of that domain. We should readily admit, with Hospers, that
asunset, or a human face, can be as beautiful as an art work produced by an artist. The
two types of object are strictly speaking formed, ordered, and possess aesthetic qualities
which are the ground of the beauty which appears in and through their form. We should
also admit that the beauty of anatural object may exceed the beauty of many an art
work. But what distinguishes a fine work of art from any natural scene, for example, is
that the fundamental character of the fine work of art is human purposiveness.

When 1 perceive a beautiful sunset, e.g., the content of my perception is primarily
sensuous: the feelings | have attend to the inter-relatedness of the colors, lines, and spatial
configuration, including the gentle breeze which flirts with my body, are a direct, yet
creative, response to the qualities which 1 immediately perceive; my response begins and
ends with the sunset scene. But when I perceive a fine work of art, say Renoir’s Gabrielle,
I do not only respond actively and creatively to the complex order of aesthetic qualities
which please my vision but also to the human element, to the human qualities which are
pregnant, i.e., potential, in the portrait as a representation and which transcend what is
immediately given. In perceiving this work, I recreate, as Dewey and Croce would say), the
object in my perception and partly participate in the world which Renoir lived when he
was creating this piece. My experience in this case ceases to be merely sensuous; it
becomes human, and as such it exists not simply to my sensibility but also to my
imagination — cognitive imagination, 1 should say — which savors, enjoys, the aesthetic
qualities which the artist has succeeded in creating during the production of the painting.
Thus what is peculiar to our experience of fine works of art, and what makes this
experience aesthetic, is not merely sensuous pleasure but the capacity of the work to
move, enlighten, delight or perhaps enhance our sense of value and provide an occasion
for ajoyful, meaningful experience. Creation and attainment of human meaning is the
raison d’etre of artistic creation and perception. This is, | think, what Osborne had in
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mind when he argued in his insightful article, Aesthetic Perception, that the aesthetic
experience is a peak experience: it is the apprehension of richly and tensely organized
perceptual material without practical implications that extends the perceptual faculties
and brings about the expansion of awareness which ...is the hallmark of aesthetic
activity.”'® In this sort of activity the sensuous element of the art work is not neglected
or discarded but, as Hegel and Alexander have argued, spiritualized;!? it is a human
character. And it acquires this character mainly because the artist has mixed “himself
with his materials” ! ® because he created a form, a configuration of sensuous elements that
is capable of actualizing an imaginative, meaningful experience, It is this aspect of the art
work which led philosophers like Cassirer and Langer to define the essential nature of art
in general as symbol and philosophers like Dufrenne, Pepper, and Ingarden to define the
art work as an aesthetic object, i.e., as an object destined for the human imagination.
They were led to these views because they clearly saw that art works are cultural pheno-
mena; as such they embody some of the highest values, i.e., meanings, which adorn the
spiritual fabric of society. Thus if we grant that what makes an artefact a work of art is
possession of aesthetic qualities qua purposive form, if this form exists as a potentiality
awaiting realization in aesthetic perception, i.e., as a function of the art work as a sensu-
ous form, if we also grant that the actualization and enjoyment of the form is what makes
an experience aesthetic, and that we acquire a skill in identifying and perceiving works of
fine art as we acquire membership in the artworld of the society to which we happen to
belong, it should follow that we do not beg the question when we hold that we determine
whether an object is a work of art by experiencing that object aesthetically.

Let us grant for the sake of argument, Hospers would argue, that one can have an
aesthetic experience, an experience which can be aesthetic by perceiving the aesthetic
qualities of an art qua purposive form, how can we establish that the diverse experiences
which people have of the diversity of art works actually possess, at least in principle,
some aesthetic character? I have already argued that the principle of artistic distinction
in general is possession of purposive form. This means that regardless of the sort of
sensuous medium in which it appears — words, sounds, lines, colors, marble, movements,
etc. — a form is purposive inasmuch as it is capable of realizing a meaningful, life-
-enhancing experience. The texture of this experience is not merely concept, sensation,
emotion, or a mental representation of some kind, but an image, an imaginative reality in
which sensation, emotion and concept fuse into a special kind of apprehension — noetic
apprehension. When we deny, with Hospers, the possibility of aesthetic experience on the
grounds that the qualities of the experiences people have of art works are diverse, not to

16y Osborne: Aesthetic perception, “The British Journal of Aesthetic”, vol. 18, 1978;
See also his recent article, Expressiveness in the arts, "The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism”,
XLI. 1982; What is a work of art?,”The British Journal of Aesthetics”, vol, 21, 1981,

'7¢f.s. Alexander: Beauty and Other Forms of Value, T.Y. Crowley, New
York 1968, p.53 ff; G.W.F. Hegel: The Philosophy of Fine Art, tr. T.M.Knox Oxford
University Press, 1980, Introduction; Cf. also M, Mitias: Hegel on the Art Object, *The Perso-
nalist””, Vol. 56, 1975.

18 Ale xander: Beauty and Other Forms of Value, p. 18—19.
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Stad odréZnianie tego, co artystyczne, wynika z posiadania jakosci estetycznych: dany artefakt
jest dzietem sztuki, o ile posiada czy ucielesnia jakosci estetyczne. JeZeli weZmie si¢ t¢ przestanke
powaZnie, to wynika z niej, Ze przeZycie jakiego$ dzieta sztuki jest lub staje si¢ estetyczne, gdy jest
ono aktualizacjg podstawowych jakosci czy wartosci, zazwyczaj okreslanych jako jakosci czy wartosci
estetyczne.

PE3IOME

Juckycema B aaHHOi pabore cocpepoToyeHa BOKPYT OXHOTO OCHOBHOrO EOMNPO-
ca -—— MOXKHO JM B JOCTOBEPHbI crnocol® roBOPUTH O ICTETUYECKOM MNepeXIBaHMUM
KaK O CreuMajbHOM MJAM 4YPE3BbIYAMHOM THUIIE NEPeXRKMBAHMI, KOTODbIE OTJAMdAIOTCA
OT TaKMX NEeperKMBaHMI{, KaK.: MOpaJibHOE, PeNurmo3Hoe, ceKcyanbroe UTA.? B cBoen
HOBOI kuure ,Understanding the Arts” (Ilonmmanme wuckyccrsa) Hdxon Tocnepe
yTBepXKAaeT, YTO HEBO3MOXKHO TOEOPUTHL O I3CTETUYECKOM MNepeXMBaAHMM KaK O TuUle
MePeXNEAHUA TOJBKO MOTOMY, YTO HE BO3MOMKHO B HEM BLIKDPBLITH OAHOM (Mau GoJb-
ure) 4yepTthl oOIElt 3TUM IEepeXUBAHNAM, KOTOPbE XapaKTepu3yeM Kak ,ICTeTHye-
ckue’ mnepexmuBaHus. MTak, sMmrepudeckue 1iabnrogenna NOKA3bLIBAKOT, YTO NIPOM3BE-
neHus MCKYCCTBa ABJAIOTCA pa3nble, TaK KaK pasHble OyBalT JNI0OM M MX NEpPeXu-
BaHUA. OTa Pa3HOBMUAHOCTL HE CHNOCOGCTBYeT BBIKDBLITMIO OZHOM uiM GoJblue wepr,
Ha OCHOBaHMM KOTODBbIX MOXKHO MAEHTIKDPMIIMPOBATHL, a MOTOM KJjaccuduuMpoBaTh
3CTeTUYECKHME MepeRMBAHMA KaK KJAaCC MAM TUI NPOMCLUIECTBMI B XKU3iU deJjoBeKa.
ABTOp nanHOlM paboThbl yTBEpKAaeT OAHAKO, YTO MOXKHO OMNPeJeJMTbh MCKYCCTBO BO-
ofie, a mpousBeaeHMe UCKYCCTBA B 4aCTHOCTHM.

UckyceTBO ONMpefesifeTcA U JOJKHO ONPERENIATCA ONMpPadAch HE HA TO KaK HOpO-
u3BeneHue MCKyccTBa ,,BOOOIE” HaAMBHO MOKA3LIBAETCH YYBCTBOM, a Ha OCHOBAaHUU
TOTO KaK OHO JelicTByeT Ha BooOpaxkeHue. MICKycCTBO HYXHO ONpeJeNATh ONMUpPaschb
Ha HEMPOABJEHHbIE OCODEHHOCTHM, KOTOPbIE OXKUBJAITCA, OCYILECTBJAKTCA B 3CTe-
TUYECKOM MNepeXuBaHUU. ITHU OCCOEHHOCTHM ABIAIOTCA TE€M, YTO 3CTETUMKM Ha3bIBAIOT
KayecTBaMM MM ICTETUIECKMMM AOCTOMHCTBAMM. KatuecTBO 9T0 CyLIeCTBYeT B NpO-
M3BeIEHMY MCKYCCTBA KaK I'PyINa BO3MOXKHOCTEH OXMAAIOUIMX HA PeaamM3anui, Kak
JHAYEHME B ISCTETUYECKOM BOCHPuATHM. IlosTOMYy npexcTaBieHMWe TOrO, 4YTO apTU-
CTUYHOE, BLITEKaeT U3 COAEePHKAHMUA ICTETUUECKONO. KAYeCTBAa: JaHHbIA apTedakT
ABJIAETCA TOTAA IPOM3BENEHMEM MCKYCCTBa, NOCKOJLKY oOO6jajjaeT MAKM BOIJIOIAET
ICTETUYECKME KauecTBa.

Ecau yuteM 5Ty NPEANOCHIIKY, TO M3 Hee BbITEKaeT TO, YTO MepeXuBaHue Ka-
KOTO-TO MPOM3BEJEHMA MCKYCCTBA €CTh MJIM CTAHOBUTCA 3ICTETUMYECKMM TOTA, KOrjpa
OHO ABJIAETCA aKTyaJu3alueil OCHOBHBIX KayeCTB MIM JOCTOMHCTB, IIPEUMYILECTBEHHO
onpenenseMblX KaK KavecTBa MM JOCTOMHCTBA ICTETHMYECKOro xapakKTepa.



