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Aesthetics, Experience & Discrimination

§1 The issue

Can there be an aesthetic difference between two things even if they cannot be told apart? As Nelson Goodman noted,
 this question in effect breaks in two. First, can there be an aesthetic difference for a subject S at a time t between two objects he is unable to distinguish perceptually at t? Second, can there be any aesthetic difference at all between two objects if no one is ever able to tell them apart?

The questions acquire their interest by focussing the tension between two sets of thoughts. On the one hand, much of what we apparently value aesthetically is not such that perception alone enables us to discriminate its presence. Consider the property of being a work of ground-breaking originality. A work's originality (in this sense) is a matter of its relation to its historical surroundings, and surely two things could differ in that respect, even if their other properties are such that we cannot distinguish the two. Since originality is aesthetically significant, we should answer the questions in the positive. On the other hand, two attractive principles argue for negative answers. The first ties features of aesthetic significance to experience: (P1) Aesthetically significant features of an object must figure in experience of it. No feature counts as aesthetic unless it makes a difference to our experience of the objects that possess it. The second ties what is experienced to discrimination: (P2) A feature—aesthetic or not—figures in experience only if the subject can discriminate cases in which the feature is present from those in which it is not. There is no aesthetic difference without an experiential difference, and no experiential difference without a difference in discriminatory response. Thus, if two objects differ aesthetically, someone, at least, must be able to distinguish the two. And if they differ for me, I must be able to distinguish them.

What is meant by ‘discrimination’ here? Let us first describe the ideal. Consider all the objects there are, and a feature F that only some possess. The ability to discriminate the presence of a property is the ability, given any sequence of presentations of any of the objects, to sort the presentations so as to reflect whether the presented object is F. The subject judges alike all presentations in which the property is present, and distinguishes them from all presentations in which it is not. In this sense, most of us can discriminate colours, but not densities—or ground-breaking originality in artworks. Discrimination does not require recognition—the subject need not apply (or even possess) the concept of F-ness. It makes the weaker demand that the subject’s judgements of sameness and difference reflect the property’s presence. For this reason, if the subject can discriminate the presence of the property, he can also, for any two objects only one of which is F, discriminate which is before him. In sorting the F-things from the non-F things, he must also consistently sort presentations of O1 (which is F) from presentations of O2 (which is not). Since this will be true whether or not O1 and O2 differ in any further respect, the subject’s ability to discriminate F-ness ensures that he can distinguish the pair. Hence P2, which explicitly concerns property discrimination, has consequences for object discrimination too. Now, the ideal is too demanding. We should allow that a subject can discriminate a feature’s presence even if he makes the odd mistake. I will not discuss how great a divergence from the ideal is permissible. Any sensible weakening will make no difference to the argument. In particular, if a subject not merely fails, on a given occasion, to discriminate two objects, but cannot discriminate them, it seems he cannot discriminate the presence of any property in which they differ. 

Together P1 and P2 capture a thought that many have taken to be central to the very notion of the aesthetic.
 The thought is that aesthetically relevant properties of a work are manifest to the sense, or senses, appropriate to it. It may seem that P1 alone suffices to capture this, but without P2 that thought is insufficiently precise. For one difficulty the position faces is to state clearly what the criterion it imposes amounts to.
 What is to count as, say, hearing a feature of a musical work, as opposed to hearing the piece and drawing on background knowledge of that feature to respond to it in some non-experiential way? Appeal to discrimination helps. If a subject can’t tell one piece from another, he hears them as having precisely the same features. The auditory features with which he is able to engage match. Thus we can sharpen our sense of which properties are available to perception, and hence which properties are aesthetically relevant, by considering the discriminations we are able to make. There is symbiosis between scepticism about the aesthetic difference between doubles and the idea that aesthetic properties are manifest. The former needs the latter to motivate it. And prima facie the latter needs expressing in terms of both P1 and P2, hence in terms which entail the sceptical view, if its criterion is to have any bite. Let us call the view which answers both Goodman’s questions in the negative, on the basis of P1 and P2, Manifestationism.

Goodman's discussion fostered a prolonged, and ongoing, debate.
 However, this literature is unsatisfactory in two major respects. First, too much of it misses the central point. Many contributions discuss the various kinds of fake and forgery of which the different arts admit, and attempt to say what aesthetic disvalue lies in something's belonging to the categories thus defined. If we motivate the central issue by the considerations above, we can see that such discussions, whatever their intrinsic interest, are doubly irrelevant. Our topic is any two indistinguishable objects for which it is possible that they differ with respect to properties that are, intuitively, of aesthetic relevance. Perfect forgeries and their originals are good examples, but so are molecule-for-molecule duplicates of original works, formed by random natural events;
 and works of art which are perceptual matches for existing originals, but which have been created in isolation from them. And the question is not whether the double is always worse, aesthetically speaking, than the original; but whether there is even room for an aesthetic difference between them, whichever is to benefit. Second, insofar as the literature has addressed the fundamental issue, it has failed to reveal its structure, or the pressures at work on the various positions. Much discussion proceeds without identifying the key elements in Manifestationism, as I am calling it. As a result, Goodman’s own response to that position, although much criticized, has in general been little understood. And any attempt to offer a better response is similarly disadvantaged.

In what follows, I attempt to develop an alternative to Manifestationism. Unlike the Manifestationist, I answer Goodman’s questions in the positive. I attempt to vindicate our thought that such features as ground-breaking originality are aesthetically significant. But I seek to reconcile this thought with what is most plausible in the Manifestationist’s view, his principle P1. I must therefore reject his other fundamental claim, P2. The trick is to understand what work P2 might do, and to find other ways to meet those demands. In some of this I follow Goodman, at least as I interpret him. Indeed, I will approach my view of the matter by expounding his. However, I structure the issues in ways that Goodman did not; and where my proposal departs from his it does so quite radically. In the end, we are united by little more than sympathy for P1 and antipathy to the rest of Manifestationism.

I begin with Goodman’s own answers to his two questions, using ideas from Kendall Walton to articulate those answers further than Goodman himself (§§2,3). However, Goodman’s view can then be seen to suffer from significant limitations (§4). I describe (§5), and defend (§6), an alternative response to Manifestationism. During the discussion, I identify various problems which seem to render unworkable such an alternative. By the close, I hope to have shown how every one of these difficulties might be overcome. However, I should note that my ambitions are in one respect modest. My primary aim is to see what is wrong with Manifestationism; and to make space for a position that will give positive answers to Goodman’s questions instead. I do not claim to have established that such a view is correct. I merely hope to say enough to make it a serious candidate for our consideration.

§2 Uncoupling experience from discrimination

Goodman's own answer to the first of his two questions is well known:


In short, although I cannot tell the pictures apart merely by looking at them now, the fact that the left-hand one is the original and the right-hand one a forgery constitutes an aesthetic difference between them for me now because knowledge of this fact (1) stands as evidence that there may be a difference between them that I can learn to perceive, (2) assigns the present looking a role as training toward such a perceptual discrimination, and (3) makes consequent demands that modify and differentiate my present experience in looking at the two pictures. (1969 p.105)

However, what is well known is not necessarily well understood. I want to expound and amplify Goodman's claims. It will then emerge what is right about Goodman’s answer, and how far it needs supplementing by appeal to other ideas.

We begin with Goodman's third claim. If knowing which picture is the original can ‘modify and differentiate’ our experience of the two, even before we learn to tell the two apart, then it seems there can, contrary to P2, be an experiential difference without a difference in discriminatory response. So how is this difference in experience supposed to come about?

Goodman's account is rather compressed. Knowing that the two pictures differ, he says, 


...indicates to some extent the kind of scrutiny to be applied now, the comparisons and contrasts to be made in the imagination, and the relevant associations to be brought to bear. (1969 pp.104-5)

But we can expand these terse comments by appeal to another famous philosophical discussion of the relation between experience and discrimination, that offered by Kendall Walton in ‘Categories of Art’.

Walton is not concerned with doubles, but much of what he says applies readily to that problem. His concern is the way in which the appearance of something can shift with the different groupings one places it in. In his most memorable example, he considers Picasso's Guernica, and contrasts our response to it with that of a set of merely possible observers. These come from a society in which paintings are not produced but guernicas are. These are ‘surfaces with the colours and shapes of Picasso's "Guernica", but the surfaces [of which] are molded to protrude from the wall like relief maps of different kinds of terrain’ (Alperson p.495). The Picasso would be a maximally flat guernica, and the rest of them have surfaces of varying degrees of protrusion, sharpness, co-planarity and the like. As Walton notes, the Picasso would look very different to the members of this society than it does to us, even if in all other respects we were perceptually alike:


It seems violent, dynamic, vital, disturbing to us. But I imagine it would strike them as cold, stark, lifeless, or serene and restful, or perhaps bland, dull, boring—but in any case not violent, dynamic and vital. (p.495)

And, as Walton goes on to note, someone familiar with both paintings and guernicas might well be able to switch, on different occasions, between seeing the Picasso as we do and seeing it in this very different manner.

Walton uses this example to illustrate his claim that it is possible, and indeed common, to perceive a work of art as belonging to a certain category. Here the salient categories are painting and guernica, but his other examples include hearing music as Brahmsian or of sonata form, or seeing pictures as impressionist (p.492). He also allows that it is possible to perceive a work in more than one category at a time. The key point for our purposes, however, is that the category in which the work is perceived affects how it appears, that is partly determines the nature of our experience of it.

How can this be? To perceive the work as in a certain category is to see it in the light of comparisons with certain works, and contrasts with others. Of course, the works in each of these groups will not be all those actually, or even taken by the subject as, falling within, or without, the category in question. Rather, the category will trigger comparisons with a few exemplars of the kind, and contrasts with a few exemplars of other, saliently contrasting, kinds. In such comparisons and contrasts certain features will be salient, others recessive; and as a result certain features of the work now before one will loom, others recede, the former acquiring a distinct quality as a result of the detailed similarities with, and differences from, those features as they figure in the other works. These comparisons will not be made methodically, and often may not even be conscious. It seems just such processes Goodman intended to allude to in the last quotation from him above.

It is easy to transfer Walton's basic point to our issue. While he is not concerned with doubles, he does describe how the look of a single object can shift with the different categories in which it is perceived. If a single object can look two different ways when seen under two different categories, so can two indistinguishable objects, when one is brought under one of those categories, and the other is brought under the other. After all, the two objects might just be Picasso's Guernica and the maximally flat guernica which is molecule-for-molecule identical with it. It seems, then, that there can be differences in experience of the doubles, even when these differences don't allow us to tell the two apart.

§3 The Problem of Relevance – Goodman’s solution

Let us review. The Manifestationist argues for answering Goodman’s first question in the negative, on the basis of P1 and P2. A natural reading of the latter takes it as denying that there can be differences in experience without an accompanying difference in discriminatory response. So we can undermine Manifestationism if we can solve the uncoupling problem, that of explaining how experience and discrimination can come apart. And this is what we have just done. The appearance of a thing, the way we experience it as being, can be susceptible to the comparison and contrast classes we bring to bear, independently of our ability to tell it from anything else. So P2 is under pressure. 

However, only part of the battle is won. For all we have so far is a version, albeit presented in the context of some potent examples and theoretically elaborated in a small way, of the basic point that experience is permeable to thought. The argument at this stage takes us no farther than the observation that applying different thoughts sometimes alters how something appears, as when we reverse the Necker cube, or when the promptings of some comedian lead us to hear farcical english sentences in an aria from Italian opera. For sure, thinking of the two doubles in different ways may lead them to look different. But what has that got to do with their properties, and in particular how does it establish the sought-after difference in their aesthetic features?
 We learn nothing about the aesthetic properties of the aria by hearing joke english sentences in it. Why do we learn any more about the aesthetic properties of the original and its double by placing the two in different comparison classes, and so coming to experience them differently?

This second difficulty is the problem of relevance. It suggests another way to interpret P2. According to P1, for there to be an aesthetic difference between two objects, there must be a difference in our experience of them. P2 states what is required, not for there to be differences in experience, but for any differences there are to bear on the objects’ properties. So read, P2 offers one solution to the problem of relevance. The experiential differences relevant to an object’s properties are those which enable us to discriminate objects with those properties from those without. We have yet to see any reason to reject P2, so interpreted. In solving the uncoupling problem, we have shown that experiences can differ without implications for discrimination. But we have yet to show how differences in experience, if not accompanied by differences in discriminatory response, reveal anything about the object experienced. What we need, then, is some other solution to the problem of relevance.

Goodman is alert to the problem. He acknowledges that the only relevant differences in our experiences of the two doubles are those ‘in or arising from how they are to be looked at’ (p.105 note 3, emphasis mine).
 Here he appeals to the remaining two points in his original set of three (see the first passage quoted above). His idea is that what makes it the case that the double ought to be looked at in one way, the original in another, is the fact that, since they are distinct, they may come to be discriminated. To grasp the point here, we need to consider Goodman's later discussion, when he too leaves doubles behind and turns to the Van Meegeren case.

Van Meegeren did not produce doubles of Vermeers. Rather, he passed off works by his own hand as previously undiscovered works by Vermeer. So we are here in Walton's natural territory, one in which comparing and contrasting a single work, or group of works, with readily distinguishable others may affect how it, or the group, looks. And as Goodman notes, this is precisely what happened with the Van Meegerens. When they were taken for Vermeers, they were seen in the light of a comparison class that included both all the real Vermeers and all the Van Meegerens; and against a contrast class that, whatever else it included (de Hoochs, Hals's, Saenredams, Cezannes, Degas's or whatever) did not include any Van Meegerens. Once the truth was known, this situation was transformed. The Vermeers were seen in the light of a contrast class that included all the Van Meegerens. The Van Meegerens themselves were seen in a comparison class quite different from before, one now containing no Vermeers, whereas the former class had Vermeers amongst its most prominent members. And the changes were not limited to these changes of membership. For which other paintings by which other artists were prominent, and which of their features seemed relevant and to point up saliences in the Vermeer or Van Meegeren then being viewed, would also have altered as a result of these shifts of membership. And that is, at least in part, how the seemingly incomprehensible occurred: that pictures which now look to mere amateurs so different from Vermeers could be taken, by the most accomplished experts, to be such.

These comprehensive changes came later. Simply being told which were the Van Meegerens, which the Vermeers, would not, in all probability, induce it immediately. But we have already established that that knowledge might induce some change in how the painting before one looks, precisely by shifting the contrasts and comparisons one is inclined to make. What makes that shift in appearance relevant to the object’s aesthetic properties, that is, in Goodman’s terms, a matter of how the picture ought to be looked at? Goodman thinks that the answer lies in its being a step towards those future discriminations, towards being able to tell the Van Meegerens from the Vermeers. The comprehensive shift in the appearances of the two sets of paintings can grow out of the more subdued shift which knowledge of their differences initially induces. And the rightness of the earlier shift, its claim to reflect something about how the paintings are, not just about how the subject chooses to see them, lies in the sharper discriminations to which it gives rise.

As before, these points transfer neatly to doubles. Just as differences in the collective appearance of Vermeers and Van Meegerens might be as yet undetected, waiting on the knowledge of which is which; so might differences in the appearances of two particular paintings, waiting on placing them in different larger pictorial groupings. Thus we now have all of Goodman's answer to his first question. There can be an aesthetic difference for S at t between two things he cannot then tell apart. For the two can nonetheless look different to him, inter alia on the basis of his knowledge of their differing provenances, and consequent differences in the comparisons and contrasts to which he subjects them. (So we solve the uncoupling problem.) Those looks can embody how the two ought to be seen, not merely how S happens to see them (thus solving the problem of relevance). They can do so by reflecting more comprehensive differences in the appearance of the two objects, differences which accompany being able to tell them apart, and for which these initial differences are a necessary preliminary.

§4 Goodman on the Second Question

As Goodman sees (p.106), this leaves the second question pressing. Insofar as we have legitimized a difference in how the doubles look by appeal to the discriminatory capacities that difference can engender, what are we to say in the case of perfect doubles, those that no one could ever tell apart? Here the (present) difference in looks is unchallenged. There is no more reason to doubt that the two can now look different where the doubles are perfect than where they are imperfect but currently indistinguishable. But the relevance of their looking different is very much in question, since no future discrimination is available to underwrite it. What, if anything, can we use to do that?

Here is Goodman's response:


Yet suppose we are nevertheless pressed with the question whether, if proof were given [that ‘no one will ever be able to see any difference’ (p.106)], there would then be any aesthetic difference for me between the pictures. This will still give our questioner no comfort. For the net result would be that if no difference between the pictures can in fact be perceived, then the existence of an aesthetic difference between them will rest entirely upon what is or is not proved by means other than merely looking at them. This hardly supports the contention that there can be no aesthetic difference without a perceptual difference. (p.108)

Goodman’s idea seems to be this. The Manifestationist claims (P1 and P2) that an aesthetic property is essentially tied to our ability to discriminate its presence. We can tell each object’s aesthetic properties by looking, and thus, for any two objects O1 and O2, we can tell by looking whether the following is true: (p) O1 and O2 differ aesthetically. The Manifestationist offers an account of what it is for p to hold. It is for this condition to be met: (C) O1 and O2 are not perfect doubles. But that C holds, that some pair of doubles are not perfect, cannot itself always be told by looking, now or later. For some pairs, one can tell by looking that they are not perfect doubles, but one cannot do so for all. For, at any point in time, the looking an individual or community has then done which is compatible with the two being perfect doubles is also compatible with there being an as yet unnoticed visible difference between them. So, present and future looking will not in every case reveal whether what is before one are perfect or imperfect doubles. But then C cannot be the right constituting condition for the fact that p. For, if the fact that p were constituted by the holding of C, given that in every case one can know that p by looking, in every case one could know by looking that C held. And this is what we have just seen to be false.

Unfortunately, any appeal this line has depends on ignoring the dialectical position. Goodman’s task is to show that his argument for a positive answer to his first question does not force a negative answer to the second. His strategy seems to be to argue that, once we concede a positive answer to the first question, we cannot coherently answer the second negatively. But the argument he gives for that seems only to engage with the original Manifestationist, someone who holds P1 and P2 and seeks on that basis to answer both questions in the negative. For such a person does indeed deny that there can be an ‘aesthetic difference without a perceptual difference’. And the original Manifestationist view has already been set aside, once Goodman answers his first question positively. A more relevant opponent at this stage would be a revised Manifestationist, someone impressed by Goodman’s argument that our experience of an object is in part a function of what we bring to it; and that those materials can be relevant to the object’s aesthetic properties provided they reflect discriminations we might make in the future. Such a position modifies P2, while retaining P1:

P1 Aesthetically significant features of O for S must show up in S’s (current) experience of O.

P2G A feature of O figures in S’s experience of O only if S can or could come to discriminate the presence of the feature from its absence.

But this position, far from falling into incoherence, precisely vindicates the combination of answers that Goodman is trying to resist. Where I cannot tell two objects apart, they can nonetheless differ aesthetically, provided I could come to discriminate them (first question). But if the two could not be told apart, P1 combined with P2G entails that there can be no aesthetic difference between them (second question). Nothing Goodman says shows this position to be incoherent. The argument he offers turns on a claim about how we can know that p, that two objects differ aesthetically, which the revised Manifestationist will not accept. He will deny that we can know that p by looking. Present and past looking may allow us to tell whether the two objects can be experienced differently (and thus whether any aesthetic difference between them meets P1); it will not allow us to tell whether any such differences in experience reflect differences in their aesthetic properties. That is a matter of P2G. Past and present looking is as inconclusive on whether any feature of the objects before us meets P2G as it is on whether C is met, i.e. whether the two are perfect doubles.

Of course, Goodman might deny that the revised position deserves the name ‘Manifestationism’. He might do so precisely because it no longer holds ‘no aesthetic difference without a perceptual difference’. At least, he might do so provided we read that as ‘no current aesthetic difference without a current ability to discriminate’. But it matters little whether the combination of P1 and P2G is genuinely Manifestationist. What matters is that it is a coherent position, one reflecting the pressures Goodman brought to bear on the first question. Indeed, it is a position that, at least as far as his discussion of the first question goes, we might take to be his own. The only thing Goodman says that is incompatible with that position is his refusal to accept that, where two objects can never be told apart, they cannot differ aesthetically. And this refusal now looks like stubborn resistance to the logic of his own view.

So Goodman can answer his first question in the positive, only at the cost of conceding that the second question must be answered negatively. How might we do better?

§5 A different account of relevance

Consider again the Van Meegeren sort of case, where there are no doubles. One way to make sense of the idea that it is right to see the Van Meegeren one way (as not belonging with the Vermeers), rather than the other (as so belonging), is that this is how things really are: the painting is not by Vermeer, but by Van Meegeren. This suggests a simple solution to the problem of relevance. The relevant experience of the object is the one that reflects its nature. And we can offer this account while maintaining that aesthetic properties must figure in experience, provided that experience can indeed reflect how things really are with the object. So we can vindicate our sense that such properties as ground-breaking originality are aesthetically significant. They will be so provided, first, they feature in our experience, and, second, we can make sense of the objects experienced really having those features, or lacking them. Such features will be aesthetic, but need not be common to indistinguishable objects. For while both doubles can be experienced the appropriate way, in the case of only one does that experience reflect the object’s nature.

Let me make the proposal more explicit. It has two parts. The first is to offer alternative conditions on the aesthetic to those the Manifestationist proposes. Like the Manifestationist, I accept P1.
 However, in place of P2 I suggest a different principle, one which enshrines my solution to the problem of relevance:

P1 Aesthetically significant features of O for S must figure in S’s experience of O.

P2H A feature figures in S’s experience of O only if O really possesses that feature.

Perhaps these principles capture conditions on the aesthetic that are necessary, but not sufficient. The same is true of the Manifestationist’s two principles. Since we can fruitfully discuss whose necessary conditions are right, and whether they exclude properties that are intuitively aesthetic, I will ignore the question of what, if anything, would need to be added to secure sufficiency.

How exactly do these principles enable us to answer Goodman’s questions in the positive? The principles offer general conditions on a property’s being aesthetic. If they are to do the work I require, they must leave it open that some aesthetic properties vary across doubles. However, they need not, and should not, entail that every aesthetic property is one with respect to which doubles might vary. It seems perfectly possible that there be some aesthetic properties for which doubles do necessarily match. So, to show that it really is possible for doubles to differ aesthetically, we need to appeal to more than the principles. We need to specify a possibility they merely leave open, by describing the circumstances under which doubles do vary aesthetically. The second part of the proposal is to say what these circumstances are.

Let’s begin with perfect doubles, and so Goodman’s second question. There will be an aesthetic difference between perfect doubles, provided (A) it is possible to experience the two differently, even though they are in principle indiscriminable; and (B) these are the right ways to experience the two works, since they reflect how the two actually are. Naturally, the first question is also to be settled positively, on essentially the same grounds. There will be an aesthetic difference for S at t between two objects he cannot then tell apart, provided (A*) it is possible for S at t to experience the two differently; and (B) (as before).

As an example, consider ground-breaking originality once more. It will count as aesthetically significant, provided it meets my two principles. It must be possible to experience the work as ground-breakingly original (P1); and it must make sense to suppose that the work really is that way (P2H). But it will also be an aesthetic property in terms of which doubles can differ. It is possible to experience two doubles differently, seeing one as ground-breakingly original, the other not so, as (A) requires. There is a distinctive experience of the work before one that depends on placing it against a background of contrast and comparison classes that reflect the thought that it is original. And there is a different experience that results from failing to see the work against the background of those classes. It does not matter that one might have either experience of either double. What matters is that it is possible to see the two differently. Turning to (B), some works are ground-breakingly original, and others not. If so, the two experiences just described also reflect how the works in question really are. Provided all this holds, ground-breaking originality will be an aesthetic property the doubles need not share.

I said that the circumstances under which doubles vary aesthetically are ones my two principles should leave open, but not entail. The reader might wonder whether I have managed this. How can a property pass the test for being aesthetic, without being one with respect to which doubles might vary? The answer lies in properties which are nothing more than a matter of how the object is experienced. For such properties, doubles always match. Doubles necessarily allow for the same range of experiences—any way one of the pair can be seen, the other can. But the properties under consideration are such that it is sufficient for an object to have the property that it be able to be experienced a certain way. So both doubles will have the property, if either does. It is thus not possible, for such properties, to combine circumstance (A) with circumstance (B).

Note that the difficulty is not that, for such properties, we cannot make sense of the object’s really being that way. We have done so, but simply placed a very weak condition on the object’s possessing the property in question—that it admit of a certain experience. This reveals something important about the notion of ‘how things really are’ that figures in principle P2H, viz. that it is not at all demanding. It is no more so than the notion of something possessing a property. There is thus no danger that appealing to it restricts aesthetic properties to those for which some form of realism is correct. Anything that counts as a property of O—whether or not realism about it is appropriate—meets P2H. And anything not so counting can hardly number among O’s aesthetic properties.
 It is true that circumstance (B) requires more than P2H in this respect. If (B) is to hold, the subject’s experience cannot guarantee its own veridicality. (After all, I have conceded that the subject is able to have token experiences of that type before either of the two doubles, and (B) requires that only one of them possesses the property.) But the only extra required is that it be possible for the facts not to reflect how a token experience presents them as being. (B) has no more general implications for the relation between an object’s possessing the property in question and its sustaining experiences of some type. It is completely neutral on whether the property is essentially bound to some response on our part, whether in a world without subjects able so to respond there could be no such property, and so forth. If this is realism, then realism is not a controversial doctrine.

It helps to compare the proposal with Goodman’s. Like Goodman I accept P1.
 Neither he nor I deny that aesthetic features must make a difference to experience. Where we part company with the Manifestationist is over P2. For our disagreement with P2 to come to light, Goodman and I must each solve the uncoupling problem, and we do so in the same way. The thoughts one brings to bear, the contrasts and comparisons one is inclined to make, affect how something looks (§2). Hence Goodman should accept the first element, (A), in my answer to his second question.  But this is not sufficient for a rejection of P2. That requires a solution to the problem of relevance distinct from that P2 provides. Goodman’s solution is to appeal to future discriminations. The solution I propose is more radical. It divorces relevant aesthetic appearances—those ways the object can look in which its aesthetic properties are manifest—not merely from current discriminations, but from any link to discrimination at all. Instead, it solves the problem of relevance by appeal to how things actually are. This forms part, (B), of my positive answer to Goodman’s second question, an answer that is more robust than his own. I also propose to answer the first question positively, on the basis of (A*) and (B). Thus there too I offer the same answer as Goodman, but on different grounds.

So much for the nature of the proposal. Its appeal lies, of course, in its promise to vindicate our sense of what is aesthetically significant. In this lies its obvious advantage over Manifestationism. While my account allows that properties it is our everyday practice to take as aesthetically significant, such as originality, are indeed so; Manifestationism is forced to revise heavily our ordinary aesthetic thought.

Does this beg any questions? I do not see how. Although my solution vindicates one of the two sets of thoughts with which we began, it does not simply reassert those thoughts in the face of their Manifestationist rivals. It allows us to see how the former are consistent with the most plausible elements in the latter. For, as noted, nothing in my solution casts doubt on P1, and that is the heart of Manifestationism’s appeal. Every other component of the Manifestationist position is either intrinsically implausible or not intrinsically plausible. Into the latter category (at best) fall its answers to Goodman’s two questions. Into the former fall its revisionist consequences for which properties are in fact aesthetic. Yet, given the attractive P1, those consequences follow from P2. It is hard to see how P2 can avoid contagion from the implausibility it thus creates.

So the issue is not whether, if my account works, it is to be preferred to Manifestationism; but whether it really works. Can it deliver on the promise just made? In the rest of the paper I address this question by considering a series of objections to my view. 

§6 Objections

(i) I claim to have saved our intuitions about which properties are aesthetically significant, without abandoning P1. But I earlier (§1) allowed that P1 does not suffice to provide a clear criterion for a property’s being aesthetic. It requires supplementation, and it is not obvious that anything in my view satisfies that need. Certainly P2H is of no help. It adds nothing substantive to the concept of the aesthetic, since it merely requires that the feature be a property of the relevant object. Some further supplementation is necessary, and what option is there, if not the Manifestionist’s P2?

The objector is wrong to think that I can only appeal to P2H here. That is my solution to the problem of relevance, not a clarification of P1. (The Manifestationist is able to address both difficulties with a single claim, P2, but that is no reason to think that any successful position must do so.) Implicit in the above discussion of Goodman and Walton is the following suggestion about how to clarify P1. A feature figures in experience of an object if the thought that the object has that feature leads one to experience the object in a way phenomenologically distinct from the experience one would otherwise have had. (In the cases that interest us, that transformation is effected through a change in the contrast and comparison classes on which the subject implicitly draws; in other cases other mechanisms might be at work.) This clarifies P1 to a perfectly adequate degree. It does not, unlike P2, clearly reduce the question of whether P1 is met to one that can be settled experimentally; but why would one consider that necessary? It does not leave it obvious, in every case, whether or not P1 is met—there will be room for debate. But what it does do is render sufficiently clear what such debate concerns. If, for instance, we ask whether the properties that make conceptual art interesting are aesthetic, P1, clarified as suggested, provides a guide to how we should direct our investigation. If it tells us enough to structure our inquiries, P1 has been clarified sufficiently for any philosophical purpose.

(ii) Circumstances (A/A*) and (B) can obtain only if it is possible to have certain experiences. The second objection is that no such experiences are, in fact, possible.

The experience I need has two key features. The first, of course, is that it allows for experiential differences that do not accompany an ability to discriminate. One can have the experience I’ve described or not do so, before either the original or its double, without any change in the identity or character of what is before one. So changes in experience do not correlate with changes in the world, so as to allow one to discriminate the latter on the basis of the former. The second feature is that the experiences in question are what I shall call Representing
—they make a claim about how the the world is independently of how it is experienced. The object is experienced in the light of a certain thought, the thought that the object has a certain property, where that property is not one the occurrence of the experience itself guarantees to be present. That is how I am able to make sense of the idea that, while the object need not be seen a certain way, it ought to be: it should be seen as having those properties it does, in fact, have. And it is what enables that experience to be appropriate in the case of only one of a pair of doubles, thus making room for an aesthetic difference between them.

Why believe that there can be experiences with these features? The idea of experiential difference without discrimination is familiar enough; so is the idea of experience reflecting how something is independently of that experience. But why think that these two features can be combined? Why think that we are, in fact, capable of seeing something, say, as a Vermeer, or as displaying originality?

My reply, in essence, is: why not think this? I presented the possibility of differences in experience without accompanying changes in the discriminations one can make as reflecting the fact that experience is permeable to thought (§3). There is certainly a serious question how far experience is so permeable. This is, at least in part, a matter for psychology. However, it is just obvious that some experience is so permeable and that other experience is not. We experience the Necker cube differently when we view it with one orientation, rather than the other, in mind; but we cannot see the lines of the Muller-Lyer figure as equal, however firmly we grasp the thought that they are so. The question is thus where the division lies, and on which side my putative experiences are to be found. Does the permeability stop short of experiences that are Representing, or not?
 Here psychology is of little help. For, as I implied in replying to objection (i), if the proof of permeability is a change in phenomenology, it is unclear that psychologists have the experimental methods to test the question. But this does not leave us at a loss. Anyone who finds Walton’s examples plausible (§2), finds it plausible that something like the experiences I need can occur. After all, his examples are intimately bound up with the perception of aesthetic properties, and the thoughts that permeate the experiences he describes are at least very close to those I require.

It is true that, as Walton describes his cases, it is not clear that they quite meet my needs. I’ve read him as accepting that the experience of seeing a work under a category partly reflects what one brings to it, and hence need not correlate with an ability to discriminate any property in the work. Provided those experiences are also Representing, they will thus provide examples of the sort of experience I am claiming to be possible. However, at least some of Walton’s claims suggest he wants to trim categories, so that the Representing aspects of experiences involving them do not extend beyond our abilities to discriminate. The pressure comes from both sides. On the one hand, he introduces categories as having to be ‘interpreted in such a way that membership is determined solely by features that can be perceived in a work when it is experienced in the normal manner’ (op.cit. p.492). Although his talk of perception is insufficiently precise to secure the point, Walton is perhaps gesturing towards tying the work’s belonging to the category, and hence the veridicality of the experience of it as so belonging, to features the presence of which one can discriminate. The experiences in question would thus be Representing (apt to be veridical, or otherwise) only in virtue of being accompanied by the ability to discriminate a distinctive set of properties of the work. And on the other hand, Walton occasionally (eg pp.492, 499) gives as examples categories of a rather etiolated form: being in the style of Brahms and being an apparent etching. Since, one assumes, it is sufficient to be an apparent etching that the thing look like an etching, and sufficient to look like an etching that it be experienced a certain way, here the experience of seeing the work under the category threatens to guarantee its own veridicality—and so fail to be Representing.

Nonetheless, Walton’s caution on these points does little to encourage the same in me. For one thing, it may be that on both counts Walton is here tailoring his categories to fit his account of relevance to an object’s aesthetic properties (see above, note 11). If so, perhaps he did not intend any substantial restriction on the categories under which things can be seen. More importantly, if he does intend the latter, it is hard to see the justification for the restrictions he imposes. Certainly he offers none. Given this, if it is agreed that the experience of works as falling under categories can be Representing, why think that we can only make sense of that feature by tying veridicality to discrimination? And, if it is agreed that we can see objects under Walton’s occasional non-Representing categories, that we can, for instance, see something as in the style of Vermeer, or as looking like it displays originality; why deny that we can see them in the closely related ways I have claimed, eg as by Vermeer, or displaying originality?

This does not prove that what I need to be possible is so. It does not demonstrate the possibility of experiences of the general form I require, since pointing out that there are no reasons to doubt is not the same as making a positive case. And even the availability of experiences of that general form would not guarantee that of the particular experiences I need. Perhaps we can have Representing, non-discriminating experiences, but not of such features as ground-breaking originality, or a painting’s authorship. To this extent, as warned, the argument of this paper is limited. A key element in my solution is not secured. However, I think that the considerations I bring are enough to shift the burden of proof. The onus is now on those who doubt that what I need to be possible is so.

(iii) Assuming that it is possible to experience objects in the particular ways my proposal requires, how can the appropriateness of those experiences consist merely in their reflecting how things really are? Their reflecting those facts itself secures that there is some sense in which they are ‘right’. But they are surely right only by accident. S sees one of the doubles a certain way―for instance, as a painting by Vermeer. But S might have had that experience before the painting’s double, which is not by Vermeer. The proposed solution accepts that S’s experience, even when veridical, is so only by chance. Doesn’t this show that something is wrong with S’s situation, and thus that we cannot, in distinguishing those looks that count from those that don’t, rest content with appeal to nothing more than the fact that S is right?

Well, exactly what is wrong? There are two ways in which accidentality might be thought to be a problem. The first takes it as showing that my view cannot account for our knowledge of aesthetic properties. It is a familiar thought that the claims of a belief to count as knowledge are undermined if it is only accidentally connected to the truth. Analogously, then, if the experiences we have before objects reflect their aesthetic properties only by accident, perhaps that experience cannot be a source of knowledge of those properties.

Although my view does have consequences for our knowledge of aesthetic properties, those consequences are not implausible. On my view, if there were doubles (for us) of some of the objects we appreciate, we would not know, at least not on the basis of perception, any aesthetic differences which held between the doppelgangers. It does not follow that, as things are, we do not know the aesthetic properties of the things around us; for the fact that in some counterfactual situation our relation to the truth would be accidental does not show that, as things really are, it is so. (I know a barn when I see one, even though, if the country were dotted with realistic barn-facades, I would not.) It does not follow that, even counterfactually, there would be aesthetic properties of which we lacked all knowledge—the threat is to our perceptual knowledge of them. Finally, it does not even follow that, where there are doubles, we lack perceptual knowledge of any of their aesthetic properties; our epistemic grasp fails only at the point of any aesthetic difference between them. This is the sole implication of my position for our knowledge of aesthetic properties, that doubles can differ aesthetically in perceptually unknowable ways. It does not seem implausible. In particular, it is quite unclear why we should prefer to it a view on which, where a difference cannot be perceptually known, it cannot be aesthetic. Just such a view is what the Manifestationist offers. His whole position is that an aesthetic property is essentially something of which we can have perceptual knowledge.
 But that is his position, not an independent ground for criticism of the alternatives. If he is to make the current objection stick, rather than just reassert his view, he must offer some further reason for thinking that aesthetic properties need construing in these strongly epistemic terms.

Perhaps the second way to develop an objection based on accidentality will provide the argument required. The Manifestationist is able, given P2, to read P1 in a way I cannot. He can take P1 as requiring that aesthetic properties be such that we have experience of them; I, in contrast, can only use it to insist that they be such that we have experience as of them. Having experience of a property is a matter of being in perceptual contact with an instance of it; having experience as of it is a rather weaker notion. One can have experience as of a property even in the property’s absence; whereas one cannot then be in perceptual contact with (an instance of) it. Nor is the difference just a matter of whether the experience is veridical: experiences that are veridical by accident do not put us in perceptual contact with the properties they represent. What is required is some kind of correlation between the presence of the property and the occurrence of the experience. P2 precisely ensures that such a correlation holds: since discrimination is the ability to do rather better than chance over a range of cases, one can hardly discriminate the property’s presence on the basis of the experience if the relation between the two is accidental. My view, in contrast, has conceded that the relation need be no more than accidental. Thus while the condition I place on a property’s being aesthetic is that we can have experience as of it (P1) which is veridical (P2H); the Manifestationist makes the richer demand that the property be one with which we are in perceptual contact (P1 & P2 combined). Only this stronger reading is true to the spirit of P1, and thereby able to do justice to whatever considerations make it attractive in the first place.

I agree with everything here except the last sentence. What the objection does nicely is to highlight the differing degree to which the two views take the notion of an aesthetic property to be epistemic. My proposal is consistent with the idea that aesthetic properties must be manifest in experience (P1). I can allow that, though there may be differences between doubles with which S cannot be in perceptual contact, they are differences for him in that it must be possible for his experience, albeit perhaps only accidentally, to reflect the nature of the one, rather than the other. Thus I accept that aesthetic properties need construing in terms which are partly epistemological, partly, that is, in terms of our engagement with them. For the Manifestationist this is not enough. The objection claims that what is attractive about P1 is a much stronger tie between the aesthetic and the epistemic, a tie of the kind that is secured by adding P2. But why should we think this? It is the Manifestationist’s task to persuade us that we should. Until he does, the second objection from accidentality also fails. 

(iv) There is one last source of scepticism. The solution allows that the way I experience one of the pair of doubles, given my thoughts about it, is equally a way I might experience the other. It’s just that only in one case would that thought be veridical; and that is the source of the aesthetic difference between the two. Thus the view allows that the doubles are perfect substitutes for one another: each is equally well suited to sustain the key experiential response. Whatever we get from looking at the one, with the appropriate contrasts and comparisons in mind, it seems we can also get from looking at the other. If our concern is simply with what is causally required for a subject to have the key experience, there’s nothing to choose between them.
 So the solution fails to show that we have any reason to look at the original, rather than at its double. The possession of an aesthetic property is divorced from reasons for looking at the thing. Yet aesthetics is concerned with valuing, and valuing is bound to having reasons for action, if only the action of focussing one’s attention in a certain direction. The solution thus fails to do something it ought.

Agreed, any experience we can have of one of the doubles, we can have of the other. How does it follow that we have no reason to look at one rather than the other? Why doesn’t the fact that in the one case the experience is veridical, in the other not, itself provide the required reason? To answer, the Manifestationist can apparently no longer appeal to anything specific to the aesthetic case. For we have rejected the view of aesthetic properties, and hence aesthetic reasons, as exhausted by the discriminations the subject can make, in rejecting the conjunction of P1 and P2. And we thereby abandoned any view of the aesthetic as reducing to a matter of how things seem. Thus, once again, if the Manifestationist is to do more than simply reassert his view, he needs to find some reason to reject my alternative that will appeal to someone who does not already believe Manifestionism. It is hard to see where this can be found, if not in altogether more general thoughts. For one way to reject the relevance of veridicality to rational motivation is to appeal to the claim that, quite generally, the veridicality of experiences, or the truth of beliefs, should not matter to us, provided their lacking those properties does not destabilize those experiences or beliefs. Unfortunately, this general claim is far from obvious. Assessing it seems to embroil us in a variety of issues, arising from its application to other areas. For instance, we might follow Robert Nozick in asking whether there is any reason to choose real life over life in a ‘experience machine’.
 So, to press home this last objection, the Manifestationist seems forced to appeal to claims that are both more general than those he sought to make the bedrock of his view, and controversial. However those various debates should be settled, appeal to them hardly seems likely to provide a compelling ground for rejecting my position.

§7 Conclusion
Why would anyone be attracted to Manifestationism? Its implications for the range of properties which count as aesthetic are hardly an independent source of appeal. Indeed, they are surprising, if not shocking. And, while its account of aesthetic properties is rooted in the idea that they are essentially manifest in experience, we have seen that holding to that, at least as embodied in P1, does not require one to adopt the view. The appeal of the rest of the view, that part which is captured in P2, can only lie, I think, in a dim sense of the difficulties facing the closest alternatives. In developing and defending just such an alternative, I have elaborated several such difficulties. No Manifestationist, nor any opponent, has clearly distinguished these difficulties. Nonetheless, I think they do, even when not explicit, exert pressure for the extreme position the Manifestationist occupies. If so, the pressure is rooted in illusion. I have argued that all of these problems can be solved.

This is not to prove that the properties the Manifestationist sought to banish from the aesthetic, such as ground-breaking originality, in fact belong there. To do that, I would need to show that we can have particular experiences of works, ones reflecting those properties, as my solution to the problem of uncoupling requires. As noted above (§6 ii), I have not done that. This is not the only respect in which my conclusions are tentative—I have not proved that the Manifestationist is wrong to insist on a reading of P1 that is meets more stringent epistemological demands than my own (§6 iii); or that the veridicality of an experience is a reason to seek to have it (§6 iv). What I think I have done, however, is in each case to put the onus back on the Manifestationist. I have thus shown that there are no compelling considerations against such properties’ being aesthetic. We can be sympathetic to the fundamental idea that aesthetic properties are necessarily there to be experienced, without having to undertake radical revision of our aesthetic practice.
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