
CONCLUSION

The difficulties involved in giving an account of the contemporary significance
of the ‘aesthetic tradition’ from Kant to Nietzsche become apparent when one
considers phenomena such as the following.1 It might, for example, seem sur-
prising that many of the thinkers who enthusiastically pursue a post-
Nietzschean undermining of the illusions and repressions they associate with
‘Western metaphysics’ still have a considerable investment in art and in philo-
sophical reflection on art. A radically anti-metaphysical view of art is in some
respects more congruent with the idea that art itself is now something whose
very existence has been put in doubt by various manifestations of the avant-
garde from Duchamp onwards, and by the anti-essentialist, radically histori-
cised temper of much recent thinking. The fact is, though, that questioning of
art as, say, a form of ideology is present more in aspects of Cultural Materialism
and New Historicism than in many philosophically oriented approaches to the
end of metaphysics. It is therefore not surprising that, despite his desire to
circumvent metaphysics, Rorty has, in Romantic philosophical vein, criticised
such recent theory as ‘part of the latest attempt by knowing philosophers to gain
supremacy over inspired poets’ (Rorty 1998a p. 138).2 Or as Schlegel once put
it: ‘If the chemist thinks a thing is not a whole because he can dissect it, that is
just the same as what bad critics do to literature. – Didn’t the world emerge from
slime?’ (Schlegel 1988 5 p. 48). A further complication here is apparent in the
way that suspicion of the notion of art is accompanied, in the wider culture of
capitalist modernity, by large-scale economic and cultural investment in many
forms of art, including, of course, avant-garde ‘anti-art’ itself.

If all this seems rather confusing, now consider the following very different
aspect of contemporary thought’s relationship to questions of subjectivity, of
the kind which I have tried to show are inextricably linked to aesthetics.
Philosophers who regard aesthetic and other culture as part of the realm of ‘folk
psychology’ – by which they mean our everyday ways of thinking about our-
selves and our minds that cognitive science is supposed eventually to replace
with a physicalist explanatory theory – share a rejection of any major philosoph-
ical role for the subject with Nietzsche-influenced, post-Heideggerian anti-
metaphysicians, such as Lyotard. However, these latter thinkers are, at the same
time, precisely the ones who regard art as a crucial counter to the
‘subjectification of being’ characteristic of the ‘Western metaphysics’ which
Heidegger came to equate with the modern technologically-oriented natural
sciences upon which reductive physicalists base their assumptions about folk
psychology (see Bowie 1999a, 2000).

On the one hand, then, philosophers who wish to deconstruct any ground-
ing role for the subject, as part of a general move away from the ‘history of meta-
physics’, often still see in art something decisive which is not accessible to
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philosophy or science; on the other, physicalists concerned to overcome folk
psychology tend to regard the sciences, which increasingly obviate many ques-
tions that were formerly thought of in metaphysical terms, as making accessible
the true world that is inherently inaccessible to art. The recent revival of inter-
est in the Idealist and Romantic philosophical traditions presented in the
present book is in part a result of the perception that both the Heideggerian and
the physicalist ways of thinking about the subject are inadequate as interpreta-
tions of the subject’s role in accounts of modernity. Ernst Tugendhat has
claimed that ‘The right path for modern philosophy between romanticism and
positivism is yet to be found’ (Tugendhat 1992 p. 432), and the contrasts just
described make this very apparent, even as they reveal the bizarre alliances
which can result between the extremes of these differing paths. The seeds of the
contrast between ‘romanticism’ and ‘positivism’ are, of course, already sown in
the period we have been considering. Fears about the nihilistic consequences of
Spinozist determinism in the wake of the Pantheism controversy from the
1780s onwards (see Beiser 1987, Bowie 1997) are in many respects analogous to
fears about the nihilistic consequences of contemporary scientism, and the aes-
thetic responses of Schelling and the Romantics to Spinozism are echoed in
aspects of Heideggerian and post-structuralist views of art as the counter to the
dominating nature of modern science and technology, the key manifestations of
‘metaphysics’.3 The changing role of music from the period of the Pantheism
controversy onwards also begins to raise questions about the primacy of repre-
sentational thinking and representational conceptions of language which have
become part of mainstream contemporary philosophy in the form of ideas about
language as social practice and as the basis of the world’s intelligibility.

What is really at issue here, and was in many respects already at issue for Kant
and his successors, are the kinds of philosophical response to modernity which
can steer a course between the increasingly powerful claims of science, and the
cultural needs of the life-world. Karl Ameriks has talked in this respect of the
contemporary failure to ‘bridge the gap between private idealistic visions and
an analytically rigorous but narrow focus on the latest scientific developments’
(Ameriks 2000 p. 268). Why bridging this gap matters can begin to be made
clear by the following, and will concern us in the rest of the Conclusion. One of
the consequences to be drawn from the Romantic heritage is that claims that
there will eventually be a scientific explanation of the most fundamental and
puzzling aspects of human existence can still be met with the following rejoin-
der. Even if cognitive science, for example, were to come up with a widely
accepted exhaustive law-based explanation of the nature of self-consciousness,
this would, as Dieter Henrich has argued, still leave open unavoidable questions
about how to integrate this explanation into the forms of our self-understand-
ing which cannot be reduced to this kind of explanation. Such forms are, of
course, encountered not least in the aesthetic domain. In the same way as the
ways of thinking which lead from myth to art are not wholly obviated by
scientific discoveries that explain in law-bound terms what was previously
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explained in stories and images, forms of self-understanding that do not and
could not have scientific status remain vital to one’s ability to make sense of and
inhabit one’s own world. To this extent, one can also question theories in the
philosophy of mind which aim to provide a definitive account of the structure
and nature of self-consciousness. The link between aesthetics and subjectivity
can be used to ask whether such theories might be bought at the expense of
obscuring aspects of self-consciousness, which, for instance, only become com-
prehensible through the experience of musical production and reception.

The reductionist assumptions that lead to the idea of folk psychology them-
selves involve serious methodological problems which are shown up by argu-
ments from the aesthetic tradition. As we saw, Schleiermacher first made the
hermeneutic point that the everyday language that we need to begin to do
science cannot itself be reduced to a subsequent grounding scientific explana-
tion. An explanation of this kind will itself always already rely on a prior under-
standing of everyday language that is not simply based on learnable rules. If the
explanation were supposed to be solely rule-based, it would be faced with
another regress of rules for rules. This argument logically precludes the kind of
wholesale explanation of language proposed in the more extreme forms of
reductionism. It does so, of course, in terms of an idea which is essential to
thinking about art, and which led Schleiermacher to term interpretation an
‘art’, namely that creation and understanding of art cannot be achieved solely
by following rules. Similarly, ideas about the role and nature of self-conscious-
ness from Kant to the Romantics suggest that attempts to explicate subjectivity
in the terms used to explain objective nature will themselves fall prey to the
problems of reflection. The dimension of the self required to make even
scientific claims intelligible, that Kant tries to capture in the transcendental
deduction, cannot be reduced to a further explanatory substrate of the kind
demanded by those who employ terms like folk psychology to conjure away
questions of self-consciousness. This is because, as Frank Farrell insists, in line
with the Kantian tradition: ‘intentional directedness toward the world is not
something that can be added on after we have given a causal account of inten-
tional states nonintentionally described’ (Farrell 1996 p. 62).

It will already be apparent that such discussions very rapidly take one into a
whole series of specialised debates engaged in by very different branches of con-
temporary philosophy. What began as, at least in some respects, a unified series
of questions has, in the manner of the development of the natural sciences, splin-
tered into specialised disciplines which too rarely communicate with each other.
Questions arising from Kant’s transcendental deduction are now dealt with in
increasingly sophisticated ways in the philosophy of mind, and debates about
language in contemporary semantics offer ever more complex reflections on the
possibilities of using language to analyse itself and its relations to the world. In
the light of such work, where answers to questions, for example, about the tem-
poral continuity and self-knowledge of the I become the source of endless
renewed controversy, reference to the historical sources and consequences of the
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issue, and to links between the issues, often may seem irrelevant to the philo-
sophical problem at hand. However, this very specialisation and concentration is
not self-legitimating. The tendency in analytical philosophy to regard philo-
sophical problems as being amenable to answers achieved by rigorous circum-
scription of the specifics of an issue is in many ways a result of the influence of
the natural sciences on modern philosophy, which may not always be of advan-
tage to philosophy. If one looks at the actual history of many such problems, the
internal rigour of argument about a problem has often been bought at the
expense of omitting perspectives on the problem which might preclude such
rigour.

This seems pretty clearly to have been the case in a variety of areas, such as
the following. The analytical philosophy of language excluded the holistic her-
meneutic insights of the nineteenth century for a long time, only for them to
return with a vengeance in the wake of Quine, Davidson and others (see Chapter
6 above, Bowie 1997a, Schleiermacher 1998, Wheeler 2000). The exclusion of
Kant from mainstream analytical philosophy in America for many years has now
been answered by the remarkable resurgence of interest both in Kant and his
most impressive defender in the analytical tradition, Wilfrid Sellars. This inter-
est is based in part on the kind of arguments which Fichte and others employed
against attempts to explain the self in the terms used for the world of objects,
which thinkers like McDowell now employ against ‘bald naturalism’ (see Bowie
1996). Analytical aesthetics, which until very recently spent much of its time
narrowly obsessed with things like the ontological status of ‘the work of art’,
has been undermined by the demonstration, in the light of the work of
Wittgenstein, Adorno and other Romantic-influenced thinkers, that the notion
of ‘work’ in question is a recent historical product whose ontological status is
inseparable from considerations of its changing social status. In this perspec-
tive, merely reviving the detail, context and effects of some of the questions
from the aesthetic tradition may actually be a means of avoiding the kind of nar-
rowing of philosophical focus in which amnesia has too often been mistaken for
rigour. In the last two hundred years, there has clearly been a descent from the
higher ambitions of the thinking about art encountered in Hölderlin, Schelling
or the early Nietzsche. Whether this descent need only take the form of the
growing specialisation described above is, though, far from clear. These remarks
are not intended to diminish the philosophical importance of, for example, the
growth of specialised attention to the Kantian and post-Kantian traditions,
which has produced some outstanding work. They are intended instead to open
up questions about the role and effects of philosophy in contemporary society
in relation to issues raised by the aesthetic tradition.

The aims of Kant, Hölderlin, Schelling and others were social and political,
as well as philosophical, and this posed the question we encountered in Chapter
2, of how philosophical ideas – ‘ideas of reason’ – could be communicated
within society as a whole.4 Aesthetic thinking in this tradition seeks ways of inte-
grating different kinds of experience, thereby revealing new ways to relate to a
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no longer ‘dogmatically’ conceived nature, and this is why it inevitably leads to
questions about the subject. The crucial aspect of the subject here is the fact
that what it knows of itself and what it is can never be said fully to coincide.
Some recent theorists, particularly post-structuralists influenced by Nietzsche,
have tended to regard any attempt at a unified understanding of the subject as
somehow nostalgic, as though the kind of attempt to come to terms with the
divided nature of self-consciousness encountered in Hölderlin, for example,
were a repression of some other more authentic possibility, or were politically
questionable. However, as we have seen, questions about the ‘decentred’ subject
can only emerge at all in relation to what makes the divisions in the self
significant, and this entails some kind of unity, of the kind suggested in
Schleiermacher’s arguments concerning the existential continuity of the I. A
subject that lived simply for ever new moments of intensity would not, for
instance, have access to a new mode of existence by being freed from repressive
forms of identification: new experience and differing degrees of intensity of
experience require something continuous between their moments for them to
register as new, or more or less intense at all. Aesthetic experience requires both
immediacy and mediation, and it is the relationship between the two in accounts
of the subject that gives rise to some of the most interesting and difficult theor-
etical problems, as the contrast between Hegel and the Romantics made clear.

How these questions affect contemporary political and social dilemmas has
rarely been adequately addressed, because too many recent theories of contem-
porary culture have relied on a model in which power or the symbolic order is the
ultimate determining factor in the constitution of modern subjectivity. Although
insertion into language does undermine the notion of a purely spontaneous,
‘immediate’ self, the mediation of the self by language does not per se, as
Schleiermacher shows, obviate the possibility of linguistic innovation and self-
determination within – and possibly beyond – that language. This possibility
cannot be circumscribed by a prior theoretical description, because the descrip-
tion would itself have to be given in terms of already existing linguistic resources,
thus missing what is most essential about the possibility itself, namely that it
involves more than merely random innovation. Justified philosophical suspicions
of a strong Cartesian construal of the I as the ultimate foundation of knowledge
should, then, not become a licence, as it has seemed to in some recent theory, to
regard all conceptions of self-conscious identity and spontaneity as, for example,
part of ‘metaphysics’ as the history of the ‘subjectification of being’.5 This view
of self-consciousness may be a possible response to some interpretations of the
Idealist tradition from Fichte to Hegel, and to its effects on foundationalist pro-
jects in modern philosophy (see Ameriks 2000). However, this response fails to
address the counter-tradition in Romanticism which does not see the I in strong
foundationalist terms, even though the Romantic I still has an ineliminable role
in accounting for the nature of cognitive, moral and aesthetic experience.

Part of the problem here lies in the conflicting interpretations of the
importance of philosophy in modernity. The Heidegger-Gadamer tradition,
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for example, links the rise of aesthetics, as one aspect of the history of
‘subjectification’, to the dominance of the ‘method’ of the natural sciences as
another, in order to try to show how a different kind of truth happens in art
which cannot be reduced to an account in terms of the role of the subject. The
argument relies precisely on the assumption that the totalising, strong Idealist,
construal of subjectivity, of the kind they see as present in modern technology,
is the essence of this period of Western philosophy, and thence of modernity.
The consequence is an equally totalising counter position which ignores con-
ceptions in which the subject is neither a principle of domination nor the locus
of merely arbitrary feelings. The Heideggerian position could only work as the
essential account of subjectivity in modernity if Heidegger’s philosophical story
could be shown to be the real ground of the historical development of modern-
ity. Although the increasing demand for control of the social and natural Other
surely is one necessary basis for understanding the links between modern tech-
nology and the global expansion of modern capitalism, it is not sufficient to
establish the kind of links between philosophy and history that Heidegger
wishes to construct via his interpretation of the moves from Descartes to
Nietzsche and beyond. It may be a valid enterprise to try to establish that such
links are decisive, but work on looking at how one might translate between
philosophical stories and the concrete development of history does not seem to
be a notable feature of Heideggerianism.6

The problem is that there are very differing levels involved in any investiga-
tion of modernity and the subject. On the one hand, these levels require careful
separation, so that epistemological, historical, political, psychological and other
questions are not simply conflated. On the other, we need ways of translating
between the differing levels, in order that the questions do not become so
specialised and disconnected that they can have no serious practical impact on
our self-understanding. The sheer difficulty of agreeing what the crucial aspect
of questions about subjectivity and modernity really is should, though, make
one wary of the hasty desire to ‘subvert’ the notion of the subject, as if any con-
ception of the possible integrity of the subject, for instance in ethical matters,
were inherently repressive. What is clear is that these debates do still have an
important socio-political aspect which can only be articulated in an effective
manner if one keeps in mind the danger of a splintering of the issues into spe-
cialised philosophical questions. Rorty is right in this respect to suggest that the
novel may, for example, sometimes be a better place for the investigation of and
response to these issues than professional philosophy.

My insistence on the significance of music has a similar source. At a time
when at least the quantitative role of music in cultural life has probably never
been greater,7 music rarely plays even a minor role in most contemporary phil-
osophy. Questions can therefore be asked about such philosophy’s failure to
engage with imaginative resources that must be inseparable from its own aims.
Beethoven’s heroic middle period works may, as Bahro suggests (see Chapter 7),
offer many people a better way of understanding some of the changes in the
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notion of the subject in Beethoven’s time than an abstract philosophical account
of the nature of the I. Clearly a verbal framework is required for such under-
standing, but the investment of that framework with semantic force that can
change people’s whole relationship to the issue leads in the direction of affective
and other dimensions of communication, which are not merely propositional,
and which may therefore be better articulated by music. The danger here is that
in seeking to be reflexive about philosophy’s connection to social and cultural
life, the attempt to pursue issues with analytical rigour suffers; at the same time,
however, in seeking analytical rigour, the endless task which tends then to open
up offers too little substantive insight into what matters to people about the issue
in question. This dilemma is, of course, one of the reasons why aesthetics has
become an essential part of some recent attempts to re-think the direction of
philosophy. Art, as it did for the Romantics, becomes a reminder of what dom-
inant forms of philosophy may obscure.

What seems necessary now is to seek a balance between the internally rigor-
ous exploration of a specific issue and the attempt to see how this issue fits into
a broader picture of the nature and effects of our self-descriptions. In the pre-
ceding chapters I have, while outlining some often neglected approaches to phil-
osophy and art, tried to suggest the strengths of some of the more technical
arguments about the nature of self-consciousness that emerge in Kant, and as a
response to Kant, in Romanticism. Any such presentation gives rise to prob-
lems, either of a lacking analytical rigour occasioned by the need to expound
ignored positions in some detail, or a lack of historical perspective occasioned
by the concentration on argument at the expense of context. The most impor-
tant arguments are those which reject reductionist, objectifying accounts of
subjectivity, and these have proved to be the most durable legacy of the Idealist
tradition. At the same time, the Romantic arguments we have considered do not,
in the main, fall prey to the Idealist tendency to make self-consciousness into
the new foundation of philosophy. These arguments lead to the difficult task of
defending that strand of thinking, already beginning with Rousseau and Kant,
which keeps a role for the irreducible ‘feeling’ of the subject as that which is not
merely subsumable into cognitive or ethical articulation, but which cannot be
ignored if crucial questions about the self, of the kind revealed by music, are not
to be overlooked. This is the most problematic aspect of my account of aesthet-
ics and subjectivity, and the arguments I have presented do no more than begin
to sketch a route to a more adequate account than is present in some forms of
contemporary philosophy. I hope, though, that by attempting to mix argument
and contextualisation I have offered an example of how conflicting interests may
yet give rise to useful insights for future research.

I want in a moment to return to the issue of the relationship between public
and private, with which Chapter 8 concluded. This issue can connect many of
the problems of the aesthetic tradition which have returned to haunt contem-
porary philosophy. Before doing so, the following perhaps rather obvious point
needs making, which has so far been dealt with somewhat too indirectly. The
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tradition we have examined establishes conceptual models whose durability has
been proved by their again becoming the focus of contemporary debate.
However, the world in which these models originated, and our world, are sep-
arated by such massive social, historical and aesthetic changes that any continu-
ity of the substantive content of the issues seems threatened. Whereas art has,
for example – at least until the beginnings of modernism with Baudelaire and
others in the middle of the nineteenth century – a predominantly affirmative
status for much of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century philosophy, some of the
most important debate in the twentieth century is concerned with the idea that
the art which matters most can no longer function affirmatively, and may there-
fore be forced into the position of undermining its own aesthetic status. By
reconciling people to the horrors of the world as it is, affirmative art risks rein-
forcing the social realities which have led to appalling suffering. The extermi-
nation camp commandant who goes home to play Schubert has to be a central
figure in aesthetic reflection after the Holocaust, both as a reminder of the limits
of art’s capacity to humanise, and as a reminder of the constant need to sustain
the truth of major works of art that transcends their contingent reception. At a
different level, the kind of connections between art and society characteristic of
Schelling and the System Programme were made in a small, in many ways still
feudal, society which lacked many of the possibilities and problems occasioned
by industrialisation, mass communication and other aspects of modern technol-
ogy. The power of Hegel’s conception lies in this respect precisely in its presci-
ence with regard to how modern forms of thought and their application limit
the possibilities of a renewal of society via aesthetic culture. It is here that build-
ing a bridge to the contemporary world becomes possible, despite the radical
difference of the worlds in question.

The bridge results from differing construals of the importance attached to
art in modernity, which we have encountered in the paradigmatic opposition
between Romantic philosophy and Hegel. Despite all the historical and aes-
thetic changes just suggested, versions of the dilemmas which emerged in the
period from Kant to Nietzsche still tend to define the agenda of contemporary
discussion. The contemporary versions of these dilemmas can be suggested in
the following kinds of question. Is art the source of a kind of truth inaccessible
to other forms of articulation, or is it merely a means of rendering a post-theo-
logical world more tolerable for those with the resources to have access to art at
all? Indeed, are these two perspectives necessarily separate: might art’s ability
to disclose temporalised post-theological meaning be precisely the kind of truth
which only it can offer? If, on the other hand, art is merely a name for certain
kinds of cultural practice, and no longer has any claim to be superior to other
cultural practices, do criticisms of the ideological nature of those practices
(including art) therefore themselves occupy a higher position in our self-
descriptions? If that is the case, what is the aim of such criticisms, if they offer
none of the kind of utopian possibilities which have been a characteristic of art
in modernity? In Rorty’s terms, where is the ‘knowingness’ of such positions to
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lead that is preferable to the world-disclosing possibilities of what they criticise.8

In short, are theoretically based critical perspectives a superior resource for
meaning-creation than art, and how is the line between the two to be established
anyway?

These questions are closely linked to the interpretation of the crises which
affect all the arts in the twentieth century, from the ‘emancipation of dissonance’
in music, to the dissolution of any sense of binding forms in literature, to the
challenge of the avant-garde undermining of visual art, to the emergence of the
culture industry and the tension between the ‘torn halves’ (Adorno) of ‘popular’
and ‘high’ culture. In their extreme form these crises result in such problematic
(and not always wholly separable) alternatives as those between: (1) an art that
tries inauthentically to please in the manner of the art of earlier periods by
merely reproducing what constituted the appeal of that art (this can take place
in the realm of ‘popular’ or ‘high’ culture); (2) a functionalisation of art in the
name of extra-aesthetic goals, for example in advertising, but also in attempts to
bring aesthetic resources to bear on areas where they may have been neglected,
such as in new approaches to design – the functionalisation can, of course, also
take the form of the mobilisation of art for political goals; (3) the related disso-
lution of art into a series of cultural practices in which aesthetic questions of
beauty and truth play no role, the essential aspect being how means of articula-
tion that were previously regarded as aesthetically autonomous can improve
everyday life; and (4) the move towards artworks increasingly refusing to fulfil
dominant cultural and aesthetic expectations, in the name of sustaining the
world-disclosive and critical possibilities of aesthetic innovation when so much
has already been done in the history of art and so much of this has been incor-
porated into other cultural practices. These directions are echoed in theoretical
alternatives for the understanding of modern culture, so that (very schemati-
cally): (1) can be the domain of conservative cultural critics, who, by mixing
causes and effects, regard aesthetic modernism as a contributing factor to a per-
ceived general decline in public values in modernity; (2) can be the preserve
both of the kind of postmodern ironists who see no point any more in a defence
of the pursuit of the goals of high culture as a means of self-transcendence, self-
discovery and self-criticism, and of politically committed critics who regard
high culture as a distraction from real political change; (3) can be the domain of
cultural materialists and other related thinkers who adopt the ‘knowing’ attitude
to the art which those attached to an aesthetic attitude or to Heidegger regard
as world-disclosive, in order to reveal its role, for example, in the history of
patriarchy, or of racial and cultural oppression ((2) and (3) often go together);
(4) is linked most obviously to the heritage of Adorno and to the attempt to show
that autonomous art is a unique resource for seeing through the deceptions of
modern culture. In many respects both the aesthetic and theoretical manifesta-
tions described here (my list does not claim to be exhaustive) involve a version
of the tension between the new mythology and aesthetic autonomy which
emerged with Idealism and Romanticism. The tension between the desire for

320 Aesthetics and subjectivity

Andrew Bowie - 9781526137234
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:58:03AM

via free access



art to facilitate new versions of existing forms of communication, and the idea
that modernity leads to the need to find forms of articulation that circumvent
the dominant modes of human exchange in the name of radically new possibil-
ities is a perennial aspect of modern culture.

Decisions on the significance of these positions and practices will only be of
value if they contextualise the issues appropriately. One of the dangers in the
traditions leading from Hegel to Heidegger and Adorno has been a tendency to
over-essentialise accounts of art and philosophy. This is particularly the case if
a strong, exclusive connection is made between art and truth, so that, as in
Heidegger, only art which is inseparable from its grounding context discloses
being in an essential way, or, as in Adorno, only the most technically advanced
art is regarded as expressing the truth of the historical situation. What may be
a regressive stance in one socio-political situation may, though, be progressive
in another. A defence of the Western classical tradition in music can, for
example, be appropriate in relation to the production of music by the culture
industry, where what can be learned from tradition is ignored or denigrated for
the sake of commercial imperatives; the same stance can be regressive if it is
used against the attempt to explore new musical possibilities, as though Western
tonality were some kind of natural given.

What, though, is the connecting thread that would allow an examination of
these issues to suggest future possibilities for the exploration of the relation-
ships between art and philosophy, an exploration which, despite the concern of
aesthetics with particularity and individuality, inevitably leads to more univer-
sal kinds of judgement? Even concentration, in the manner of some post-struc-
turalists, or of Karl-Heinz Bohrer, on aesthetic events as some kind of ‘sublime’,
‘immediate’ singularity, for example, does not offer a plausible way of locating
aesthetic issues as the radical ‘other’ of metaphysics and philosophy. If the
immediacy of singularity is to attain theoretical significance, as a means of ques-
tioning the reduction of difference to identity in modernity, it must already be
located in the realm of mediation. The irreducible aesthetic event which escapes
being grasped conceptually can indeed be the source of insight denied to other,
conceptually mediated forms, but the significance of such an event will still
depend on some account of what it disrupts and relocates, thus on an account
of a subject that is more than the sum of its linguistic and social determinations.
It will also at some stage depend upon open-ended public debate as to its
significance. The relationship between immediacy and mediation is not ade-
quately dealt with by the attempt to subordinate one wholly to the other: what
matters are the results of the interaction between the two.

In Chapter 8 I suggested that certain uses of the terms ‘aesthetics’ and ‘sub-
jectivity’ can point to the tensions between public and private realms in mod-
ernity, and it is these tensions, above all, which can reveal a connecting thread
between some of the questions examined above. As we have seen, Rorty charac-
terises the development of modernity in terms of how the ‘public’, problem-
solving resources of natural science and ‘projects of social cooperation’ become
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separate from ‘private’ projects of self-development, in which he includes
‘romantic art’ and, possibly, religion. His characterisation is, in fact, a version
of Hegel’s ideas about the end of art. What is ‘public’ depends on the intersub-
jective cashing-in of discursive commitments; the ‘private’ is up to individuals,
so long as they do no harm to others.9 Rorty sees this division as important as a
way of ensuring that private dreams of transcendence, of the kind he thinks con-
stitute the real value of Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s writings, do not get used
in the democratic public sphere for political aims.10 He is concerned, for
example, with the blanket suspicion of technology which some contemporary
thinkers derive from Heidegger’s thought. The reasons for Rorty’s investment
in the distinction are clear, particularly in the light of German history. However,
given the new ways in which the aesthetic tradition sought to combine the public
and private, the question is how much of this tradition therefore needs to be
consigned to the past. Decisions on this question depend precisely upon the
story one tells about the relationship between subjectivity, art and truth. This
can be shown by considering some of Adorno’s contentions in relation to
Rorty’s account of public and private.

Adorno is an apt figure to invoke in this context because, in the wake of
Nietzsche, he thinks, as does Heidegger, that the ills of modernity are rooted in
the attempt by the subject to dominate the world of objects. However, despite
his interpretation of the subject as the instance of domination of the other, he
also sees the potential of what Rorty characterises in terms of the ‘private’ self-
development manifest in modern art as one of the few remaining counters to the
often catastrophic effects of the ‘public’ aspect of modernity. What makes
Adorno’s admittedly very problematic view still worth considering is his
working out of the claim, in the light of the nightmare of much of twentieth-
century history, that art which resists the dominant forms of communication in
society can offer perspectives beyond those forms. This claim is perhaps rather
more persuasive than is sometimes thought. Even if the particular art which
Adorno invokes in this context seems not to achieve what he claims, this does
not per se invalidate what he is trying to do. It may be that other forms of art,
or other aesthetic practices actually do offer a counter to dominant forms of
communication.

Adorno, then, extends what is intended by Rorty’s notion of the public to the
aesthetic, in opposition to the ‘Hegelian’ conception, and so deconstructs any
simple public/private divide.11 He does so because he thinks that many estab-
lished problem-solving forms of social cooperation can be linked to the kinds of
coercion that reach their extreme form with Nazism. The source of this coer-
cion is, he claims, the following: ‘the limitedness, to which people are compelled
by the course of the world and which makes them see their interests and only
their interests, is precisely the same power which turns against people and
thereby asserts itself as the fate which is blind to them and almost inescapable’
(Adorno 2001 p. 42). The pressure of what people produce collectively without
their being aware of it undermines their capacity for critical reflection. Public
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pressure for conformity, which seems to come from outside, is in fact also pro-
duced from inside by the combined effects of people’s own ways of understand-
ing and pursuing their interests.

Adorno’s conception entails an – in certain respects Hegelian – attempt to
re-think the relationship between social determination and individual freedom,
so that the two cannot be conceived of as being simply opposed. This concep-
tion also, therefore, affects the understanding of art: many of the theories we
have looked at were precisely concerned with art’s combination of the bound
and the free. Actions and production which are supposed to derive from
freedom could, in Adorno’s view, be expressions of an unconsciously enforced
conformity, though they need not be.12 The question is how this pressure for
conformity could be opposed, and at this point it is noticeable that Adorno
sometimes still appeals to the individual subject: ‘In the face of the totalitarian
unity which the eradication of difference directly proclaims as meaning, it may
even be that temporarily something of the liberating social force has contracted
into the sphere of the individual’ (Adorno 1951 p. 11). It is important to remem-
ber the time at which such reflections are written: the point of orientation for
Adorno is the barbarism perpetrated very recently by culturally advanced,
industrial societies. How far, though, are Adorno’s concerns at the perennial
possibility of the repetition of barbarism in modern societies to determine
judgements about the contemporary role and status of art and philosophy as
means of exploring and articulating human possibilities for non-coercive
freedom? The tension between conformity to general rules and individual
initiative is inherent in modern art, but how much does this tension reveal about
the social realm, and what role can philosophy play in relating art and society
with regard to such issues?

It would evidently be foolish to give any kind of general answer to these ques-
tions, not least because of the ever-changing nature of aesthetic production and
reception. Does this mean, though, that any suggestion of a more universal per-
spective is now invalid, as much recent theory concerned to defend cultural
diversity against ethnocentrism tends to suggest? One way of indicating why
such a perspective may not be as questionable as is often claimed is apparent in
the following argument, from Aesthetic Theory, against the ‘private’ relativisa-
tion of aesthetic judgement:

Shoulder-shrugging aesthetic relativism is for its part a piece of reified conscious-
ness; [it is] less melancholic scepticism against one’s own insufficiency than resent-
ment against the claim to truth of art which alone would legitimate that greatness of
artworks without whose fetish [i.e. the fetish of greatness] the relativists rarely get
by. Their behaviour is reified as behaviour which accepts from the outside, consumes,
which does not participate in the movement of the artworks in which questions of
their truth become conclusive. Relativism is the isolated self-reflection of the mere
subject which is indifferent to the objective nature of the work (Sache). (Adorno 1973
p. 419)
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This might seem like just the complaint of an over-sensitive aesthete at admit-
tedly irritating attitudes to art all too often encountered in modern societies, of
the kind summed up in the proffering of the ‘judgement’, ‘Well, it’s what I like’,
when a person’s prejudice is questioned. The deeper point of Adorno’s position
emerges, though, when he says: ‘That people incessantly get involved in aes-
thetic disputes, no matter what position they take up with regard to aesthetics,
proves more against relativism than its philosophical refutations: the idea of aes-
thetic truth gets its justification despite its problematic nature and in its prob-
lematic nature’ (p. 419). Aesthetic truth is thus linked, as it already was in Kant,
to the question of judgement, and this cannot be simply divided into a public
and a private aspect: ‘Contemplation of beauty is a judgement, and not a plea-
sure’ (Kant 1996 p. 109). Involvement in aesthetic disputes is in this sense as
public as involvement in any other kind of disagreement.13 Although the sub-
stantive idea of a sensus communis may be metaphysical, the regulative idea or
focus imaginarius of cultural consensus generated by the universal concern about
aesthetic matters indicated by Adorno is something Rorty himself is loath
wholly to renounce.

However, Rorty is also insistent on distinguishing (‘Hegelian’) public ‘argu-
ments’, in which ‘the same vocabulary’ must ‘be used in premises and conclu-
sions’, as part of the same ‘language game’, and (‘Romantic’) private
‘suggestions about how to speak differently’ (Rorty 1991 p. 125). All the latter
can do is ‘fluidize old vocabularies’ (p. 126). Some heuristic distinction of this
kind does play a role in how we work in differing areas of human practice,
though the truth-determinate and the world-disclosive constantly shift their
boundaries. The question is how we might, in the light of the aesthetic tradi-
tion, and of Adorno’s questions, draw this sort of distinction in relation to con-
temporary culture, where the idea of private transcendence is increasingly in
tune with a commodity world that fragments individual taste into niche
markets, at the same time as diminishing the level of cultural discrimination.
Despite Rorty’s rejection of ‘mindless and stupid cultural relativism . . . the idea
that any fool thing that calls itself culture is worthy of respect’ (Rorty 1999 p.
276), his idea of private transcendence can still slide into a version of what
Adorno is opposing. The possibility of a search for public critical consensus on
issues which do not have any means of empirical validation is excluded from
private transcendence by the division between argument and suggestions about
how to speak differently. In Chapter 7 I cited Stanley Cavell’s remark that: ‘It is
essential in making an aesthetic judgement that at some point we be prepared to
say in its support: don’t you see, don’t you hear, don’t you dig? . . . Because if
you do not see something, without explanation, then there is nothing further to
discuss’ (Cavell 1976 p. 93). The ground of aesthetic judgements is, in these
terms, not something immediately accessible to public discursive argument. It
is this fact that connects it to the analysis of the implications of immediate self-
consciousness we examined in the preceding chapters.

However, Cavell’s point, like Adorno’s, is that aesthetic judgement is still a
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‘public’ matter. Rorty would, in contrast, seem to think at times in similar terms
to Lyotard’s idea of the ‘différend’ (see Chapter 6) with regard to disagreements
regarding how to speak differently, of the kind that arise most obviously in rela-
tion to aesthetic questions. In aesthetic judgements there generally are no share-
able argumentative grounds of the kind provided by using the same vocabulary
in premises and conclusions, precisely because the point of art is to ‘fluidize
vocabularies’. Rorty’s conception, though, risks missing the point that, as the
arguments about ‘feeling’ suggested, our understanding of art and of art’s
effects on us cannot be fully articulable in propositions. This does not, however,
relegate our understanding to merely private transcendence, or to arbitrary
‘speaking differently’. The reasons why are apparent both in Schleiermacher’s
Aesthetics, and in the best of Adorno’s accounts of the development of modern
art in terms of the tension between historically developed conventions – such as
rules of harmony, rules of perspective – necessary for the existence of art as a
‘public’ concern, and individual, ‘private’ expression that transcends those
rules (see Bowie 1999).

Cavell thinks the critic must ‘start training and instructing you and preach-
ing at you’, even though the reasons she could offer must ‘come to an end’
(Cavell 1976 p. 93) because of the lack of argumentative grounds. If it is trans-
lated into the wider public sphere, Cavell’s stance still involves demands for
legitimation of the kind required for other discursive commitments, and this
must affect political and institutional attitudes to ‘private’ transcendence. The
power of Adorno’s claim about aesthetic relativism lies, then, in its reminder
that what is involved in Cavell’s stance is a part of cultural and political life
which must not be surrendered to the kind of false liberal tolerance that all too
easily leads to an indifference to culture, rather than a new openness to the chal-
lenges to self-understanding that it can present. Even though he allows for tran-
sitions between the private and the public, Rorty at times underestimates the
extent to which private self-development can become part of the public
resources for problem-solving in societies where effective public debate about
culture provides a bastion against the culture industry. The undoubted
difficulty here, which is a major source of Rorty’s scepticism about the political
import of philosophical reflection on aesthetic issues, lies in the fact that, as he
puts it (in Hegelian fashion): ‘philosophy is responsive to changes in amount of
social hope, rather than conversely’ (Rorty 1999 p. 229). These changes
undoubtedly have more to do with economics and power than anything else.
Adorno remains important here because he does not underestimate the impact
of economics on modern culture, and yet tries to make art a source of social
hope, linking it closely to philosophy. To what extent, then, do objective circum-
stances render new resources for social hope redundant, and what role does
philosophical understanding of art play in sustaining such hope after the demise
of the Idealist and Romantic projects in their emphatic versions?

The difficulties Adorno faces in maintaining his position result from the fact
that he relies on a ‘Hegelian’ conception of an integrated social totality, which
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is dominated by the exchange principle and by instrumental reason, even as he
invokes art in ‘Romantic’ fashion to oppose that conception. In consequence, he
must attempt the balancing act of insisting on the singularity of authentic art
while attempting to arrive at a general ‘public’ story about the singularity of art
in relation to other forms of truth in modernity. One part of his diagnosis relies
on the kind of totalising philosophical claim made by Hegel, while the other
wishes to abjure this kind of philosophy because it is an obstacle to insight into
modern reality. In this respect Adorno puts too much weight on the (in a very
broad sense) cognitive significance of art by forcing it into a pattern of develop-
ment which he analogises to the development of modern philosophy.

This position can be questioned via the example of Beethoven, whom
Adorno criticises (see Chapter 5), in much the same way as he criticises Hegel,
for his attempts to achieve a totalising reconciliation of difference into identity.
Such a reconciliation can, for Adorno, only be ideological, because it is bought
at the price of ignoring the unreconciled state of modern societies. Adorno
focuses in this case on the historical development of artistic material in a manner
which suggests that it is subject to the same ‘logic of disintegration’ as philos-
ophy. He admittedly has very persuasive things to say about why there is no
longer any point in writing music like that of Beethoven – without the histori-
cal content absorbed by Beethoven and then transmitted by his work through
differing historical circumstances, music of this kind loses its disclosive power.
His story is too monolithic, even with regard to the demands of aesthetic pro-
duction, because of the way he links it to the idea of subjectivity as domination.
Adorno takes art, in this respect at least, too much as a public ‘project of social
cooperation’ that reveals the truth about the delusions determining modernity.
Art’s continuing capacity to offer something other than truth-content of this
kind is consequently underestimated. The radical temporalisation of art sug-
gested by Adorno tells us too little about the idea of the persistence of art that
is, for example, so significant in Gadamer. It also excludes too many of the ways
in which, in differing contexts, problematic works can have serious significance,
and even second-rate works or underdeveloped artistic activity can have vital
affective and ethical significance for individuals in a manner which has little or
nothing to do with Adorno’s large-scale judgements on contemporary culture
and society.

To this extent, Rorty’s idea of private transcendence can be justified in
certain respects: in a post-theological world, symbolic resources which can
render life meaningful are, if they do not harm others, in one sense self-legiti-
mating. The problem is, however, that the decision on their lack of harm is not
as straightforward as Rorty’s argument needs it to be. The symbolic resources
in modern societies are increasingly controlled by a commodity market which
manipulates judgement in a manner that evidently distorts cultural communi-
cation, and this returns the issue to the public side of the dichotomy. Rorty’s
way of making the public/private distinction, then, can privatise art to too great
an extent and thus ignore some of more productive resources in Adorno’s con-
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ception. It is not that Rorty would deny that so much contemporary culture
really is industrially produced trash, but his manner of making the distinction
can lead, by giving up any idea that aesthetic judgement might still sustain the
aim of universality, to a de facto version of an aesthetic relativism that he himself
elsewhere rejects. In relation to the ‘inspirational value of great works’, for
example, Rorty actually sides with the ‘party of hope’, against those who think
that they have nothing to learn from these works, because their theories can
show how they contribute to the discourses of sexism, racism, class and so on.
His espousal of the party of hope seems at odds, though, with his view that art
should essentially be about private transcendence. Cavell’s point is that the aim
of transcendence manifest in art’s irreducibility to the sayable and arguable is
not something which can simply be left in the personal and private sphere, and
the increasingly impoverished nature of much contemporary globalised culture
backs up his claim.

The risk involved in a strong defence of the public status of the aesthetic can
be what Walter Benjamin termed the ‘aestheticisation of politics’, in which the
aim of transcendence is then inflated in a distorted manner into a public project,
with no attempt at democratic legitimation of that project. Despite his justified
insistence, in the wake of Marx, that the key issues of political justice ultimately
depend on the economic sphere far more than on the politics of cultural
difference, Rorty’s conception of the political is too restricted in a media-dom-
inated era where cultural communication is increasingly linked by the new
forms of information exchange to the political sphere. This link is, I suspect,
one of the reasons for the renewal of interest in texts like the System Programme,
which were precisely about understanding the role of the aesthetic in the
modern public sphere. Public debate and criticism are inseparable from the
kinds of private transcendence which are often their motivation. However,
the fact is that we still do not have adequate tools for understanding the effects
of issues that were central to the aesthetic tradition in relation to the contem-
porary, image-dominated cultural world. The commodity world leads to
increasingly deluded projection on the part of significant numbers of people, of
the kind that results from the failure of what was intended in the idea of a ratio-
nal new mythology. The result is often investment in the immediate satisfac-
tions offered by the culture industry, rather than in the complexities and
difficulties of real cultural involvement.14 How, then, might the possibilities of
imaginative renewal relate to the commodity world in a manner which does not
reinforce the projections to which that world gives rise?

One response to this is, of course, Adorno’s radicality, which severs any
attachment to the idea that art could now be simply pleasing. In a world where
beauty is manipulated for commercial and other instrumental ends and is likely
to conspire with the ‘context of delusion’ responsible for the barbarism he
regards as a constant possibility in modernity, art must be critical. The problem
is that art which fulfils Adorno’s stringent demands is unlikely to have any
significant effect on society as a whole, being a possible esoteric source of critical
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meaning for those prepared (and able) to engage with it, but being little else.
Great art from the tradition can itself only be said to be ‘critical’ to the extent
that it offers symbolic coherence and dynamism which may be lacking in the
everyday world, but this is not what Adorno means, because he seems so sure
such art can reconcile people to the given. However, the borderline between this
art’s reconciling people to the given, and its offering something which tran-
scends the given and therefore makes them able to live in a more effective – and
potentially critical – manner is too often ignored by Adorno. His failure to take
account of this difference is one reason why he is forced to link avant-garde art
so strongly to a philosophical account of the state of society, in order to reveal
what he sees as its significance in the contemporary world. Adorno’s radicality
with regard to aesthetics derives from an extension of the arguments concern-
ing coercion and self-coercion in modern societies that we considered (pp.
322–3). In order not to conspire with the totality, artworks have to be closed off
from the dominant aspects of consumerist society by following the immanent
logic of artistic production, rather than the demands of the market; at the same
time, the resultant refusal to communicate is supposed to be precisely what
allows them to reveal things which instrumental reason and the culture indus-
try cannot: ‘The aesthetic totality is the antithesis of the untrue totality’
(Adorno 1973 p. 429); ‘While the unity of the artworks derives from the violence
reason does to things, at the same time it institutes the reconciliation of their
moments in the works of art’ (p. 454). Once again, this position relies too
strongly on the totalising story about modern reality, which restricts art’s
significance to what can be construed via its link to Adorno’s philosophical
story.

This conception does, however, have a justifiable aspect, which is apparent
in its refusal to regard art as offering an escape from what is wrong in modern-
ity by just providing positive images of how the world ought to be. The culture
industry relies in many respects on pretending to do precisely this, which often
results in a culture of uncritical projection. Art is too inextricably linked to the
reality it emerges from for it to play a wholly positive role in presenting alterna-
tives to that reality – this is one way of understanding why modern music is so
often difficult and not immediately accessible in the manner of music from
earlier periods. Adorno’s argument, though, still does not give enough space to
the ways in which the aesthetic transcendence offered by works from the tradi-
tion of great art may make people aware of new critical possibilities. The other
plausible side of Adorno’s approach is apparent in the deeply ambiguous devel-
opment and role of art in the contemporary Western world. Art’s very status as
art is indeed continually in question, even though the potential for the major
traditions of art to make non-coercive sense persists even in the face of the
culture industry. The problem with Adorno’s theory is really that it does not
allow sufficient space for the role of individual subjects, who, both as producers
and receivers of art, can resist subsumption into the dominant forms of com-
munication and articulation. Adorno himself seems unclear in this respect. On
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the one hand, he insists on the overwhelming pressure of the – subjectively pro-
duced – consciousness-forming objective conditions that led to fascism, which
he believes still characterise advanced capitalist societies; on the other, he can
also suggest in the same context that ‘Critical incorporation (Aufarbeitung) of
the past as enlightenment is essentially . . . a turn to the subject, a reinforcement
of its self-awareness/self-confidence (Selbstbewusstsein) and thus also of its self ’
(Adorno 1970 p. 27).

This tension is crucial in trying to think about the respective roles of art and
philosophy today. To what extent can the objective conditions which increas-
ingly demand conformity from the subjects of contemporary societies (a con-
formity which the culture industry presents, for example, as the freedom of the
consumer) be opposed in the name of autonomous judgement? This is ulti-
mately not a question of yet another philosophical theory which could decisively
establish that there is a human capacity for autonomy, but rather a question
concerning the creation of the kind of cultural resources, both theoretical and
aesthetic, which might enable subjects to become more self-reflective and self-
critical. Questions about the social role of philosophy are inescapable here. In
this respect theories devoted to demonstrating how subjects are just the product
of symbolic systems and power structures, for which self-determining auton-
omy is therefore a metaphysical illusion, may themselves be more a symptom of
the pressure of objective conditions than the source of radical new insight. It is
evidently foolish to deny the extent of the objective pressure exercised on sub-
jects in modern societies. The aesthetic tradition, though, often aims to keep
open the possibility that symbolic and other constraints may, within limits that
are never wholly transparent to us, be transcended.

As the preceding chapters have shown, aesthetic theory in modernity is con-
stantly faced with versions of the tension between positions, like that of Hegel,
which insist that ‘immediacy’ only reaches its truth by conceptual mediation, and
positions which insist that immediacy is essential to the very possibility of aes-
thetic creation and experience. Adherents of the first position emphasise the need
for critical, social and historical analysis in all serious engagement with the aes-
thetic; adherents of the second argue that there would be no significant art if art
were not resistant to attempts definitively to explain it in concepts. The first posi-
tion stresses the ‘public’, and the primacy of the universal over the individual; the
second tries to locate the ‘private’ in a new way, and insists on the possibility that
individual subjects may say more than the existing general resources of articula-
tion seem to permit. That so much theoretical attention has been in the direction
of the former, rather than of the latter, is not surprising. The development of
twentieth-century modernist art towards increasing specialisation, to the point
where the category of art itself is attacked in the avant-garde gives credence to the
idea on the part of the first position that modernity can only be understood via
something like the theory of rationalisation which goes from Hegel to Weber,
which Adorno himself relies upon for significant parts of his understanding of
the situation of modern art. Art reaches a crisis because it can only sustain its
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capacity to generate new insight by itself becoming conceptually more and more
reflexive – by ever greater mediation – so that, for example, the expressive dimen-
sion which Beethoven’s music opened up may no longer be available to later com-
posers, who have to take a much more complex route to expression. The
importance of the second position lies in its ability to argue that Beethoven’s
music still possesses world-disclosing potential. It does so because it cannot be
reduced to the ways in which it is conceptually mediated – including its being his-
torically mediated by thinkers like Adorno – and can be played and heard by
differing individuals in new contexts in novel ways. Great art’s ability to continue
to generate new meaning remains one of the few utopian unifying possibilities left
to an increasingly secular society. It would be mistaken to underestimate the
power of such art in the name of a knowing approach that seems to think it can
itself, by its critical unmasking of the ideological aspects of art, offer more than
the temporalised transcendence which takes the greatest art beyond ideology.

However, the problem now, as Adorno’s arguments suggest, is that for con-
temporary art to continue in a decisive world-disclosive and critical role, it
would need not to fall below a level which commands as much attention as the
most advanced cognitive production.15 It could well be that we are in a situation
where the kind of great art which has been the main point of orientation for the
aesthetic tradition, is no longer possible in a world of increasing cultural diver-
sity, and of new and increasingly rapid forms of communication. The kind of
universal significance Adorno attributes to the Western classical music tradition
may be the product of a very specific era with specific forms of communication
and social exchange. Whether this means that we are left with nothing but the
alternative between the culture industry and minority esoteric art is open to
question. The possibilities of aesthetic transcendence may shift their location in
contemporary society, but the need for the imaginative resources they open up
will not go away. Adorno’s totalising story about the objective pressure that sub-
jects create for themselves is, as we saw, in tension with his realisation that the
possibility of individual autonomy is a source of continuing cultural hope. In
the latter case there is more space for the potential of a now more decentred aes-
thetic production still to have both critical and meaning-creating effects, even if
it is no longer possible to regard art as the essential key to interpreting large-
scale aspects of history and society which are obscured by dominant forms of
cognition and technical control.

One of the most important Romantic ideas resulting from the idea that the
absolute is not accessible to reflection was that there should be an interplay of
cognitive, ethical and aesthetic modes of articulation. The implications of this
idea are well conveyed in Cavell’s claim that knowing things is not the only way
of relating to them. The inaccessibility of the absolute is not just a cognitive
matter, but also leads to questions about how we can evaluate the differing
aspects of both our own existence and of external nature without being able to
invoke ultimate grounds for that evaluation. The vital factor therefore becomes
the need for differentiated judgements about the relative contribution to human
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well-being, and to the integrity of the objective world, of different ways of relat-
ing to things, such that the cognitive-instrumental does not have inherent pri-
ority.16 It is the aesthetic tradition above all which sustained the possibility of
thinking in these terms because of its ambiguous location between the differing
areas addressed by modern philosophy. To this extent contemporary pragma-
tist attention to the idea that normativity is inseparable from each of the
notional cognitive, the moral and the aesthetic realms is,17 I would contend, an
essential factor in the contemporary revival of the desire to extend the scope of
philosophical reflection towards a concern with the relations between our
differing practices which has been characteristic of aesthetic thinking.

In Chapter 5 I cited Danto’s remark that ‘when art attains the level of self-
consciousness it has come to attain in our era, the distinction between art and
philosophy becomes as problematic as the distinction between reality and art.
And the degree to which the appreciation of art becomes a matter of applied
philosophy can hardly be overestimated.’ (Danto 1983 pp. 1–2). Danto captures
something important about the nature of contemporary art, but his position is
one-sidedly Hegelian (as well as being over-influenced by developments in the
visual arts). One of the vital factors in philosophical reflection in the wake of the
Romantic tradition, which has again come to the fore in post-structuralism, and
in Rorty’s and others’ neo-pragmatism, is that it is not just the case that art may
need philosophical resources. Art and aesthetic experience can themselves
provoke philosophical reorientation by, for example, revealing limits of theoret-
ical models of the self, suggesting new ways of questioning scientism, provok-
ing new kinds of reading of texts, revealing new understandings of the
background knowledge which informs even the most rigorously scientific prac-
tices, or, above all, enabling a wider picture to be grasped that is being obscured
by dominant specialised theories. The real question here is how the line is drawn
between art, philosophy and science if these are, as Rorty argues, not natural
kinds. This is not, in the terms at issue here, some kind of definitional enter-
prise, but rather an occasion for reflecting on how we attend to the things we
most need and value, and on how that attention can both contribute to and
damage our world.

The demise of Hegel’s emphatic claims for philosophy, and the suspicions
cast by modernist aesthetics and artistic practice on the notion of the autono-
mous work of art can be read as simply part of a wider narrative of the
disenchantment inseparable from modernity. They can also point in the direc-
tion of a more fluid and mutually critical relationship between differing kinds
of articulation than is allowed for in some contemporary philosophical thinking.
It may be that the history of aesthetic theory and of art in modernity is most
important at present for what it can show about the shifting relationships
between differing human practices and the kinds of meanings those practices
convey. Clearly the scientistic assumptions that inform significant parts of con-
temporary philosophy in the analytical tradition, and the exaggerated suspi-
cions of science and technology which play a role in some aesthetic thinking in
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the European tradition, both fail to capture what was perhaps most important
about the aesthetic tradition. The failure of the project of a definitive ground-
ing of philosophy need not necessarily result either in the rejection of all non-
scientific accounts of our place within things, or in the claim that the principle
of subjectivity is really the principle of domination of the other that is manifest
in modern technology’s forgetfulness of being.18 The subject that appears in the
best of the aesthetic tradition is evidently aware of the dangers of repression of
the other that can result from its self-assertion: this was one source of the sus-
picions of Fichte’s foundationalism. At the same time this subject is aware of
the possibilities both of transcendence and of destructive self-deception that
result from its failure to be the ground of itself. Such a view of the precarious
status of the subject seems to me most plausible in the light of the experience of
modernity. The acceptance of the resultant fallibilism and of the need to nego-
tiate intersubjective norms without repressing individuality remains the crucial
challenge for any contemporary philosophy that seeks both to understand and
to contribute to contemporary culture. If this is so, the tendency in some recent
theory to regard questions about subjectivity as part of a metaphysical legacy
that must be overcome is now proving to be a symptomatic mistake, rather than
the path to new insight.

Notes

1 In what follows the term ‘aesthetic tradition’ is shorthand for the tradition examined in
the present book.

2 One of the most acute responses to the difficult status of art in modernity is Kafka’s final
story, ‘Josefine the Singer’, which plays with the idea that art objects and the production
of art are in one sense really just the same as any other kind of object or production. The
text in which this idea is explored is, characteristically, itself a great modernist work of
art.

3 On the ambiguities of the term metaphysics see Bowie 2000.
4 On the issue of transcendental philosophy’s relationship to everyday understanding, see

Ameriks 2000.
5 Cf. the remarks on de Man in Chapter 7.
6 In some respects the same problems apply to the Dialectic of Enlightenment, though some

of the story told there is connected to historical investigation of phenomena like anti-
Semitism.

7 I leave to one side for the moment the question of the quality of the music in question.
8 I do not mean by this that it is inappropriate to reveal ideological aspects of works of art.

The question is whether this revelation may not sometimes obscure more than it reveals,
by limiting the perspective on the work in question to what fits a preconceived position.

9 Aspects of this position echo Habermas’s account of modernity.
10 Nietzsche’s reliance on ‘intuition’ (see Chapter 8) can suggest one reason why Rorty puts

him on the ‘private’ side of the divide. The problem of intuition is precisely that attempts
to validate it contradict its very nature as something immediate. However, as I suggest
(pp. 329–30), the issue is more complex than this.

11 It should be added that because Rorty rejects the systematic side of Hegel in favour of a
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(Romantic) open-ended dialectic, he would not make the distinction between the public
and the private in exactly the way Hegel does. For example, he regards the Phenomenology
in much the same way as I do, that is, as in some respects being more significant as a
‘private’ text. My difference from Rorty is described below.

12 In some respects this is reminiscent of Kant’s idea, in the Foundation of the Metaphysics
of Morals, that we can never finally know if we act morally, as there may be a degree of
heteronomy even in our apparently most autonomous acts.

13 Clearly the kinds of agreement and what kinds of evidence can be valid differ, depending
on the aims of a particular practice, but transitions between the demands of cognitive,
ethical and aesthetic judgement can also be a vital source of new insight.

14 I do not mean that other people are free of the mechanism of projection, just that the
manipulation of this mechanism is now perhaps the dominant factor in much of Western
popular culture.

15 It seems no coincidence that many critics now think the best popular writing about
science is aesthetically superior to most contemporary fiction. Indeed, some of the best
aesthetic writing seems increasingly to eschew extended fiction in the name of the attempt
to use the results of lived experience and historical and other research to offer new world-
disclosing perspectives. I am thinking, for example, of a book like W.G. Sebald’s Die Ringe
des Saturn.

16 If this sounds too abstract, what I mean is exemplified, for example, in the ways in which
government-imposed evaluations of humanistic disciplines in academia are increasingly
carried out in terms of the conveying of information. These evaluations fail to see how
background culture which develops slowly over time and cannot be methodologically
controlled, as though it just consisted of information, is indispensable for such disci-
plines.

17 As I have suggested in previous chapters, I do not think these ‘realms’ can be separated
in any more than a heuristic sense.

18 The derivatives of such an account, in Levinas, Lyotard and others, all entail some
version of the idea that being a subject inherently represses alterity.
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