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Chapter 1

Aesthetics 
Last week, in a barber shop in San Diego, I unsuspectingly answered the standard question about what I’m doing in town by saying I’m here for an aesthetics conference. It must have been the jetlag: I normally try not to reveal that I’m a philosopher if I don’t absolutely need to. Either way, there I was confessing that I’m here for an aesthetics conference. 


A quick sparkle of enthusiasm in my barber’s eyes: he thought that I’m either in the nail business or in plastic surgery. While it was tempting to go along with one of these two options, I somehow saw fit to explain what aesthetics is. My first attempt – tying it to the concept of beauty – failed miserably for obvious reasons. It would have been a tempting route to just say it’s philosophy of art: various philosophical questions about art. I have done that in the past, but for some reason, maybe irked by the missed opportunity of posing as a plastic surgeon for half an hour, I didn’t want to take this route – I do think that aesthetics is different from the philosophy of art and now that I’d got myself in this muddle, I shouldn’t take that cheap way out. So here is what I said: aesthetics is about ways of perceiving the world that are really rewarding and special. You can perceive artworks that way but also other things: the ocean, the mountains, the desolate streetscape surrounding that barber shop. 


My barber knew exactly what I was talking about, and he gave me an example: he had no customers one morning when it was, uncharacteristically, raining outside. And in the empty parking lot in front of his shop he saw this really old man walking very slowly, holding a yellow umbrella and wearing a stripy three piece suit and a baseball hat. He said it was like seeing the world in slow motion – as if it were a film. He told me other examples as well, but this one stuck in my mind. This ended up being one of the deepest conversations I had about aesthetics over the course of that aesthetics conference. 


Aesthetics is about ways of perceiving the world, I told the barber. This is almost true, but not quite. The aim of this book is to get clear about the intricate connection between aesthetics and perception. I am not exactly unbiased in this question. I have been doing research on both philosophy of perception and on aesthetics. This apparently sounds bewildering to most of my philosopher friends and colleagues. The bewilderment normally takes the following form: Philosophy of perception is a very respectable subfield of philosophy, even hip these days. It is part of philosophy of mind, which, in turn, is part of the ‘core’ philosophical disciplines. Aesthetics, in contrast, is as fringy as it gets, at least within contemporary analytic philosophy. My well-rehearsed answer is that the questions I am interested in within aesthetics are really philosophy of perception questions. I had this conversation many times. Once someone asked a surprising follow-up: are there questions in aesthetics that are not really philosophy of perception questions? And I had to say: well, not many. So a tempting conclusion to reach would be that questions in aesthetics are really philosophy of perception questions. 


I don’t quite want to say this. But I do think that if we apply the remarkably elaborate and sophisticated conceptual apparatus of philosophy of perception to questions in aesthetics, we can make real progress. And this is exactly what I intend to do in this book. 


The seemingly provocative title of the book, Aesthetics as Philosophy of Perception, should be interpreted in the light of this: I do not for a moment want to suggest that aesthetics is philosophy of perception. Who am I to pronounce on what aesthetics is or should be? Nor am I trying to conquer, in true imperial manner, aesthetics or suggest it ought to be annexed to philosophy of perception. But what I am doing in this book is aesthetics as philosophy of perception. I am trying to tackle various questions in aesthetics by using the conceptual repertoire of philosophy of perception. I am not claiming that this is the only way, or even, all things considered, the best way, to do aesthetics; there are clearly others.
 My aim is to convince the reader that it is a promising way. 

An additional perk of this approach is that it may move aesthetics out of its unfortunate isolation within philosophy. If we can do aesthetics in a philosophy of perception manner, then maybe aesthetics can be considered to be more of a core discipline. As a result, this book does not presuppose any familiarity with the technical vocabulary of aesthetics – anyone without a background in aesthetics will be in a position to follow the arguments. And it does not presuppose any familiarity with the technical vocabulary of philosophy of perception either. It is suitable for aestheticians as well as for philosophers of perception (or for anyone else, for that matter). 


Another additional perk is that this way of thinking about aesthetics may give us a concept of aesthetics that non-philosophers can also relate to. Aesthetics is not exactly fashionable in art history, critical theory and cultural studies circles. At least since the 1980s ‘anti-aesthetics’ movement (Foster 1983), there has been a deluge of articles and books arguing that aesthetics is pointless, harmful and is generally a waste of time (see Schaeffer 2000 and Connor 2011 for some representative versions of this claim). The main charge is that if we think of aesthetics as the study of Kantian beauty, it is not particularly interesting. But it is difficult to see how one can have a less narrow conception of aesthetics without making this field of study completely vague (see, for example, Elkins 2013 for an example of this claim). The hope is that by refocusing the debates in aesthetics as philosophy of perception debates, we can give a non-trivial but also not narrowly Kantian way of thinking about aesthetics. 

Finally, is it a radical or even novel idea to tie aesthetics to the study of perception? Of course not (see Nanay 2014e for more on this). The Greek word ‘aesthemi’ means ‘perception’ and when Alexander Baumgarten introduced the concept of ‘aesthetics’ in 1750, what he meant by it was precisely what we would now call philosophy of perception: the study of sense perception (scientia cognitionis sensitivae). My claim is that, regardless of etymology, this connection can still be made today (although our ‘study of sense perception’ is very different from what it was in 1750 and, no doubt, the most important questions in aesthetics are also different). 
I. Aesthetics versus philosophy of art

This book is about aesthetics and not about philosophy of art. And I by no means want to suggest that it is a promising avenue of research to consider problems in the philosophy of art to be really about philosophy of perception – it would be difficult to defend this claim. Philosophy of art, like any philosophy of X, asks a wide variety of questions about X – about art in this case. Some of these questions are metaphysical, some others epistemological, political or ethical. I will try to say as little about philosophy of art here as possible. 

As it has been repeatedly pointed out, aesthetics and philosophy of art are very different disciplines. The most important attempts to draw a line between aesthetics and philosophy of art were fuelled by a certain mistrust of all things aesthetic. The general line of argument, by George Dickie and Noël Carroll, among others (Dickie 1964, 1974, Carroll 2000, 2001), is that too much attention has been given to ‘the aesthetic’ in the discussion of art. Aesthetic response (or aesthetic experience or aesthetic appreciation, whatever any of these concepts may mean, see Chapter 2) is only one possible response to art. There are others. And we have no reason to privilege the aesthetic response (again, whatever that means). Thus, they conclude, when we discuss philosophy of art, we are better off doing so without any necessary reference to aesthetics. 

As I want to talk about aesthetics, following the logic of the Dickie and Carroll style arguments would entail that I may be better off doing so with no necessary reference to art built in to the very concept of aesthetics. We should detach aesthetics from art, but do so carefully (see Davis 2011, pp. 4-5 for a similar methodology). Questions in aesthetics are often about art, but they don’t have to be. 
A consequence of this is that we should not build in a necessary reference to art when we talk about aesthetics. But then how should we talk about aesthetics? What does the word ‘aesthetics’ mean in the title of this book? One tempting way to proceed would be to say that aesthetics is about beauty. Remember, that was my first attempt at explaining aesthetics to the barber. Or, to be more generous, one could say that aesthetics is about aesthetic properties: beauty, gracefulness, balance and the like. And then we can build all the central concepts of aesthetics on this foundation: aesthetic experience is the experience of aesthetic properties; aesthetic judgment is the judgment of aesthetic properties and so on. I am very skeptical of this way to go and I will say more about aesthetic properties in Chapter 4. 
My main reason for not taking aesthetics to be the study of beauty or of aesthetic properties in general is that many, even most, questions in aesthetics have nothing to do with aesthetic properties. The question about what makes pictures pictures or how we perceive pictures is as central in contemporary aesthetics as any, but it is blatantly not about aesthetic properties. I will talk a lot about various candidates for what makes pictures pictures in Chapter 3, but it is extremely unlikely that the properties pictures have and non-pictures lack are any kind of aesthetic properties. Further, some instances of picture perception may attribute aesthetic properties, but not all do (and the vast majority of cases when we see pictures have nothing to do with aesthetic properties). Aesthetic properties seem irrelevant to these questions. But the same goes for dozens of other central questions in aesthetics: about the nature of narrative, about the nature of identification with a protagonist in a story, of our emotional engagement with fiction and so on. And while there are some genuinely interesting questions about aesthetic properties, in Chapter 4 I will argue that these can also be raised without relying on this concept. But this still leaves us without a firm grip on just what aesthetics is. 


A simple and pedestrian route to delineating the domain of aesthetics is to consider it to be the sum total of topics where we use the term ‘aesthetic’. This would involve (but of course not be limited to) debates about aesthetic experiences, aesthetic attitude, aesthetic attention, aesthetic judgment, aesthetic value, aesthetic stance. But we should also include those debates that are discussed in aesthetics journals and books but that are not strictly speaking (or not necessarily) about art. This would include (but, again, not be limited to) questions about picture perception and questions about depiction in general (as not all pictures are art), questions about our engagement with narratives and about narratives in general (not all narratives are art), about fiction and our engagements with them (not all fictions are art), about metaphor, creativity, and so on. 
So I want to resist the urge to find some kind of essential feature of aesthetics: it comprises a diverse set of topics. As Robert Motherwell says, “there is no such thing as the ‘aesthetic’, no more than there is any such thing as ‘art’”.
 The general idea behind this book is that many (not all) of these topics do happen to have a common denominator and it is that they are about experiences of various kinds. But they are about very different kinds of experiences – and what is often singled out as the ‘aesthetic experience’ is just one of these. Picture perception is an experience, our engagement with narratives is an experience, identification with a fictional character is an experience and aesthetic experience (whatever it may be) is also an experience. But they are very different. 
The aim of the book is to be more specific about understanding these experiences and also the differences between them. Again, I am not claiming that all questions in aesthetics are about experiences. But many are. So a natural place for aestheticians to turn is to the philosophical discipline that is about experiences: philosophy of perception. 
I said that questions in aesthetics are not strictly speaking (or not necessarily) about art; that we should detach aesthetics from art, but do so carefully. The emphasis on experiences makes this easier to do. Understanding how our experience of a picture of an apple differs from our experience of an apple is one of the most important questions in aesthetics. But it is not necessarily about art as most pictures are not artworks. So one can experience pictures without experiencing artworks and one can, since not all works of art are pictures, experience artworks without experiencing pictures. 
Similarly, some but not all works of fiction are art and some but not all artworks are fictions – questions about the nature of fiction and our engagement with fictional works should be able to be raised independently from any talk of art. The same goes for narratives, pictures, depiction, metaphor, creativity, and so on.
 But, again, this decoupling should be done carefully: any account of, say, fiction or narrative should be applicable to fictional artworks and narrative artworks as well. 

Philosophy of art is a thriving discipline with a lot of exciting and open questions. But this book is about aesthetics and my aim is to demonstrate how some of the major questions in aesthetics (not in philosophy of art) can benefit from a philosophy of perception-based approach. In order to assess the strength of this approach, however, I need to say a bit about what I take to be philosophy of perception. 
II. Perception
What does it mean to say that I aim to use the conceptual apparatus of philosophy of perception to tackle aesthetics questions? What is the conceptual apparatus of philosophy of perception? Does it have one at all? And why focus on perception? Isn’t this an impossibly restrictive move? Well, this depends on what one means by perception and by philosophy of perception. 


The first thing to note is that perception is not to be identified with the sensory stimulation of our sense organs. Perceptual processing starts with sensory stimulation, but it doesn’t end there. Visual perception, for example, starts with the firing of rods and cones on the retina, but it most definitely doesn’t end there. Much more goes into perception: various cross-modal influences, categorization, conceptualization and all kinds of top-down influences from non-perceptual processes. Importantly, our perceptual state is difficult to characterize without talking about attention: attention is part of perception (not something post-perceptual - see Prinz 2010, Nanay 2010a, Wolfe 2000, Prinzmetal and Landau 2008, see also the rich inattentional blindness literature, which will pop up repeatedly throughout the book). It would be unwise to ignore these non-sensory aspects of perception. But then focusing on perception may not be as restrictive as it first seemed. Further, as philosophy of perception goes well beyond the characterization of perception, my approach will come out as even less restrictive. 


It is not clear where the boundaries of philosophy of perception lie (see Nanay 2010c for some discussion on this). If we conceive of philosophy of perception as the ensemble of philosophical questions about perception, then a lot of philosophical questions about perception also cover questions about non-perceptual mental processes. 
To make this point more vivid, here are some classic questions in philosophy of perception: What is the difference between perception and belief? What is the difference between sensation and perception? What is the connection between perception and action? What are the similarities and differences between perception and imagination? What are the similarities and differences between perception and emotion? How does perception justify belief? All of these questions are genuine questions in philosophy of perception but, together, they seem to also cover much of philosophy of mind. 
One concept that definitely belongs to the conceptual arsenal of philosophy of perception is that of sensory imagination – a concept that has played an important role in aesthetics. Sensory imagination (imagining seeing something, imagining hearing something, etc) is to be contrasted with propositional imagination (imagining that x is F). Propositional imagination is a propositional attitude, like belief, whereas sensory imagination is by definition ‘sensory’: perception-like. Some philosophers of perception even refer to sensory imagination as a quasi-perceptual process (Prinz 2007, Tye 1996, Carruthers 2005, see also Kind 2001), and rightly so: perception and sensory imagination have very similar phenomenology: seeing an apple and visualizing one have a similar feel (Perky 1910, but see Hopkins 2012b’s worries and Nanay 2012x’s response) and they also share very similar neural circuits (Kosslyn et al. 2006, see also Nanay forthcoming a) and very similar patterns of cortical activation (Page et al. 2011).  For these reasons, mental imagery and sensory imagination have been considered to be part of the domain of philosophy of perception. Philosophy of perception is not only about perceptual, but also about quasi-perceptual processes. 
When I talk about philosophy of perception, I have this inclusive concept in mind – an ensemble of philosophical questions connected to perception. Some will undoubtedly find this use of the concept of philosophy of perception too liberal. They can read the title of the book as Aesthetics as Philosophy of Mind. I’d be happy to concede the label. 

III. Product differentiation
The approach I am advocating here is not all that revolutionary. Many questions in aesthetics have for decades been treated as philosophy of perception questions. One obvious example is picture perception (see Chapter 3): the question about how seeing a depicted apple differs from seeing an apple face to face. It would be difficult to deny that philosophy of perception comes in handy when trying to answer this question. Another similarly obvious example is the question about whether aesthetic properties – like beauty and grace – are strictly speaking perceived or only inferred on the basis of some other properties. There are other examples – for instance, all three major accounts of aesthetic experience appeal to some key assumptions in philosophy of perception (see Nanay 2014x). My aim is to generalize from these isolated appeals to philosophy of perception and argue that it is a useful tool for many, even most questions in aesthetics. And it is not a particularly novel claim to consider aesthetics to be about experiences. John Dewey’s basic assumption about the domain of aesthetics is exactly this (although, as we shall see in Chapter 2, his account of aesthetic experience is diametrically opposed to mine). And Frank Sibley famously said that “broadly speaking, aesthetics deals with a kind of perception” (Sibley 1965, p. 137). If you agree with this claim, you may not need much convincing to continue reading this book. But even if you don’t, you could accept the much weaker claim of this book, namely, that broadly speaking, aesthetics deals with various kinds of experience that philosophy of perception can help us to understand better. 


As there are claims in the vicinity of my approach that would be easy to confuse with my own (and the seemingly provocative title of the book does nothing to dispel these), I need to be explicit about what I am not saying. 

First, as we have seen in Section II, I am not saying that it is a good idea to expect of philosophy of perception to answer the central questions in the philosophy of art. I restrict my claim to aesthetics (which I differentiate from philosophy of art). Second, I am not even saying that all questions in aesthetics can be fruitfully tackled with the help of philosophy of perception. But many, even most, of them can. 

Third, it is not my view that the domain of aesthetics (whatever that is) is necessarily perceptual. For example, I am not claiming that aesthetic experiences are necessarily perceptual or that only perceivable entities can be experienced aesthetically. Large-scale narrative structure or mathematical proofs can be experienced aesthetically, but they are not perceivable (although the jury is out about whether they are quasi-perceptual, see e.g. Mancosu 2005). But even if some of our aesthetic experiences turn out to be non-perceptual experiences, a general account of them would still benefit from taking philosophy of perception seriously. As we have seen, the scope of philosophy of perception is much wider than just the question of what is perceived. 
Finally, one may worry that conceptual art has demonstrated that the perceptual is not everything in art. If so, putting so much emphasis on perception (or even quasi-perceptual processes) may ignore these recent developments in art history. My answer is that conceptual art may or may not have demonstrated this, but that is strictly speaking irrelevant for establishing claims about aesthetics. Remember that questions about aesthetics and questions about philosophy of art are to be kept separate. There are lots of exciting questions about conceptual art within the domain of philosophy of art. But it does not follow that it poses new challenges to any issue in aesthetics. Again, not all experience of artworks have anything to do with the domain of aesthetics: if I, in some circumstances, see a Giacometti sculpture as a potential weapon, there is not much that an aesthetician would need to be worried about. The same is true of our experience of conceptual art (the philosopher of art, on the other hand, has a lot to worry about here). 

Philosophy of perception is about experiences. Aesthetics is about some special kinds of experiences: aesthetic experiences, the experience we have when looking at pictures, the experience we have when we identify with Hamlet, the experience we have when we engage with fiction, etc. Thus, it shouldn’t sound surprising that it is a promising avenue of research to consider debates and problems about aesthetics to be really about the branch of philosophy that is about experiences, namely, philosophy of perception. Again, some of these may not be perceptual experiences. But, as we have seen, the scope of philosophy of perception is much wider than the question about the nature of perceptual experiences. Just how radical the approach of this book is, that is, doing aesthetics as philosophy of perception, depends on how we think of aesthetics and on how we think of philosophy of perception. And given that I think of philosophy of perception in a fairly liberal way, I don’t think that my approach is all that radical.

The plan of the book is straightforward. After this one, there are seven chapters. They can be read independently of the others and they cover a number of the most influential concepts and debates in aesthetics. But the book is more than just a collection of case studies. There is a main theme: attention. I argue that attention plays a crucial role in characterizing those experiences that aesthetics is about. In some paradigmatic cases of what we may call ‘aesthetic experiences’, our attention is exercised in a special way: when our attention is distributed across properties (Chapter 2). And various versions of this distributed attention explains some important aesthetic phenomena, such as picture perception and appreciation (Chapter 3), and it also helps us to navigate some of the most vicious debates in aesthetics and art history: especially debates about aesthetic properties (Chapter 4), formalism (Chapter 5), uniqueness (Chapter 6) and about whether vision has a history (Chapter 7). In the last chapter, I consider important examples of identification and engagement with narratives, where our attention is not exercised in a distributed but rather in a focused manner. 
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