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Introduction

This is not a history of aesthetics. There are many important
aestheticians whom I pass over in silence in this book, and even in the
case of the thinkers I do consider it is not always their most obviously
aesthetic texts which attract my attention. The book is rather an
attempt to find in the category of the aesthetic a way of gaining access
to certain central questions of modern European thought - to light
up, from that particular angle, a range of wider social, political and
ethical issues.

Anyone who inspects the history of European philosophy since the
Enlightenment must be struck by the curiously high priority assigned
by it to aesthetic questions. For Kant, the aesthetic holds out a
promise of reconciliation between Nature and humanity. Hegel
grants art a lowly status within his theoretical system, but nevertheless
produces an elephantine treatise on it. The aesthetic for Kierkegaard
must yield ground to the higher truths of ethics and religious
faith, but remains a recurrent preoccupation of his thought. For
Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, in sharply contrasting ways, aesthetic
experience represents a supreme form of value, Marx’s impressively
erudite allusions to world literature are matched by Freud’s modest
confession that the poets had said it all before him. In our own
century, Heidegger's esoteric meditations culminate in a kind of
aestheticized ontology, while the legacy of Western Marxism from
Lukécs to Adorno allots to art a theoretical privilege surprising at first
glance for a materialist current of thought.! In the contemporary
debates on modernity, modernism and postmodernism, ‘culture’
would seem a key category for the analysis and understanding of late
capitalist society.



INTRODUCTION

To claim such a lofty status for aesthetics in modern European
thought in general might seem too unqualified a gesture. Almost all of
the thinkers [ discuss in this book are in fact German, even if some of
the concepts I bring to bear upon their work stem from the
intellectual milieu of modern France. It would seem plausible to
argue that the characteristically idealist cast of German thought has
proved a more hospitable medium for aesthetic enquiry than the
rationalism of France or the empiricism of Britain. Even so, the
influence of this largely German legacy has spread far beyond its
own national frontiers, as the so-called English ‘Culture and
Society’ tradition would attest; and the question of the strange
tenacity of aesthetic matters in modern Europe as a whole thus insists
upon posing itself. Why, more particularly, should this theoretical
persistence of the aesthetic typify an historical period when cultural
practice might be claimed to have lost much of its traditional social
relevance, debased as it is to a branch of general commodity
production?

One simple but persuasive answer to this question springs from the
progressively abstract, technical nature of modern European thought.
In this rarefied context, art would still appear to speak of the human
and the concrete, providing us with a welcome respite from the
alienating rigours of other more specialized discourses, and offering,
at the very heart of this great explosion and division of knowledges, a
residually common world. As far as scientific or sociological questions
are concerned, only the expert seems licensed to speak; when it
comes to art, each of us can hope to contribute our two ha’pence
worth. Yet the peculiarity of aesthetic discourse, as opposed to the
languages of art themselves, is that, while preserving a root in this
realm of everyday experience, it also raises and elaborates such
supposedly natural, spontaneous expression to the status of an
intricate intellectual discipline. With the birth of the aesthetic, then,
the sphere of art itself begins to suffer something of the abstraction
and formalization characteristic of modern theory in general; yet the
aesthetic is nevertheless thought to retain a charge of irreducible
particularity, providing us with a kind of paradigm of what a non-
alienated mode of cognition might look like. Aesthetics is thus always
a contradictory, self-undoing sort of project, which in promoting the
theoretical value of its object risks emptying it of exactly that
specificity or ineffability which was thought to rank among its most
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INTRODUCTION

precious features. The very language which elevates art offers
perpetually to undermine it.

If the aesthetic has played such a dominant role in modern thought,
it is no doubt in part because of the versatility of the concept. For a
notion which is supposed to signify a kind of functionlessness, few
ideas can have served so many disparate functions. Some readers will
doubtless find my use of the category inadmissibly loose and broad,
not least when it comes at times to merge into the idea of bodily
experience as such. But if the aesthetic returns with such persistence,
it is partly because of a certain indeterminacy of definition which
allows it to figure in a varied span of preoccupations: freedom and
legality, spontaneity and necessity, self-determination, autonomy,
particularity and universality, along with several others. My argument,
broadly speaking, is that the category of the aesthetic assumes the
importance it does in modern Europe because in speaking of art it
speaks of these other matters too, which are at the heart of the middle
class’s struggle for political hegemony. The construction of the
modern notion of the aesthetic artefact is thus inseparable from the
construction of the dominant ideological forms of modern class-
society, and indeed from a whole new form of human subjectivity
appropriate to that social order. It is on this account, rather than
because men and women have suddenly awoken to the supreme value
of painting or poetry, that aesthetics plays so obtrusive a role in the
intellectual heritage of the present. But my argument is also that the
aesthetic, understood in a certain sense, provides an unusually
powerful challenge and alternative to these dominant ideological
forms, and is in this sense an eminently contradictory phenomenon.

In charting any intellectual current, it is always difficult to know
how far back to go. I do not claim that, as far as discourses of art are
concerned, something entirely novel sprang into being in the mid-
eighteenth century. Several of the aesthetic motifs 1 trace could be
pursued back to the Renaissance or even to classical antiquity; and
little of what is said of self-realization as a goal in itself would have
been unfamiliar to Aristotle. There is no theoretical cataclysm at the
centre of the Enlightenment which throws up a manner of talking
about art utterly devoid of intellectual antecedents. Whether as
rhetoric or poetics, such debates extend back far beyond the earliest
historical moment of this study, which is the writing of that devoted
disciple of Renaissance neo-Platonism, the Earl of Shaftesbury. At
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the same time, it belongs to my argument that something new is
indeed afoot in the period which this work takes as its starting-point.
If ideas of absolute breaks are ‘metaphysical’, so also are notions of
wholly unruptured continuity. One of the aspects of that novelty has,
indeed, already been alluded to — the fact that in this particular epoch
of class-society, with the emergence of the early bourgeoisie,
aesthetic concepts (some of them of distinguished historical pedigree)
begin to play, however tacitly, an unusually central, intensive part in
the constitution of a dominant ideology. Conceptions of the unity and
integrity of the work of art, for example, are commonplaces of an
‘aesthetic’ discourse which stretches back to classical antiquity; but
what emerges from such familiar notions in the late eighteenth
century is the curious idea of the work of art as a kind of subject. It is,
to be sure, a peculiar kind of subject, this newly defined artefact, but
it is a subject nonetheless. And the historical pressures which give rise
to such a strange style of thought, unlike concepts of aesthetic unity or
autonomy in general, by no means extend back to the epoch of
Aristotle.

This is a Marxist study — at once, it might be claimed, too much and
too little so. Too much so, because the book could be accused at
times of straying into a species of ‘left-functionalism’ which reduces
the internal complexity of the aesthetic to a direct set of ideological
functions. It is true that for a certain kind of contemporary critic, any
historical or ideological contextualization of art whatsoever is ipso facro
reductionist; the only difference between such critics and old-style
formalists is that while the latter candidly acknowledged this
prejudice, elevated it indeed to a whole elaborate theory of art in
itself, the former tend to be a little more elusive. It is not, they feel,
that the relation between art and history need be in principle a
reductive one; it is just that somehow, in all actual manifestations of it,
it always is. | do not really intend to suggest that the eighteenth-
century bourgeoisie assembled around a table over their claret to
dream up the concept of the aesthetic as a solution to their political
dilemmas, and the political contradictoriness of the category is itself
testimony to the mistakenness of such a viewpoint. The political left
always needs to be on guard against reductionism and conspiracy
theories — though as far as the latter are concerned it would be unwise
for radicals to wax so subtle and sophisticated, become so coy of
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appearing crude, as to forget that certain theoretical concepts are
indeed from time to time put to the uses of political power, and
sometimes in quite direct ways. If it may seem forcing the issue
somewhat to discern relations between the turn to the aesthetic in the
Enlightenment and certain problems of absolutist political power, one
has only to read Friedrich Schiller to find such relations explicitly
formulated, no doubt to the embarrassment of those ‘anti-reductionists’
who might have wished him to be somewhat more discreet about the
matter. If the study is, on the other hand, too little Marxist, it is
because a satisfactory historical materialist account of the work of any
one of the writers with which it deals, placing their thought in the
context of the material development, forms of state power and
balance of class forces of their historical moments, would have
required a volume to itself.

In the current left triptych of concerns with class, race and gender,
it is sometimes felt that an excessive emphasis on the first of these
categories is in danger of dominating and distorting enquiry into the
other two, which are at present somewhat less securely established in
the left theoretical canon and thus vulnerable to appropriation by a
narrowly conceived class politics. It would be foolish for those
primarily concerned with political emancipation in the spheres of race
and gender to relax their vigilance in this respect - to accept the mere
good intentions or bleeding-heart liberalism of those white male
radicals who, products as they are of a political history which has
often violently marginalized these issues, cannot now be trusted to
have miraculously voided such bad habits from their systems
overnight. At the same time, it is difficult not to feel, in surveying
certain quarters of the left political scene in Europe and above all in
the USA, that the complaint that socialist discourse now universally
overshadows these alternative political projects is not only increasingly
implausible but, in some contexts at least, darkly ironic. The truth is
that a combination of factors has contributed in many areas of con-
temporary left-wing thought to the open or surreptitious denigration
of such questions as social class, historical modes of production and
forms of state power, in the name of a commitment to more ‘topical’
modes of political struggle. Paramount among these factors has been
the newly aggressive trn to the political right of several Western
bourgeois regimes, under pressure of global capitalist crisis — a
dramatic shift in the political spectrum and ideological climate which
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has succeeded in muting and demoralizing many of those who earlier
spoke up more combatively and confidently for a revolutionary
politics. There has been in this respect what one can only characterize
as a pervasive failure of political nerve, and in some cases an
accelerating, sometimes squalid process of accommodation by sectors
of the left to the priorities of a capitalist politics. In such a context,
where certain long-term forms of emancipatory politics appear either
intractable or implausible, it is understandable that some on the
political left should turn more readily and hopefully to alternative
kinds of issues where more immediate gains might seem possible -
issues which a narrowly class-based politics has too often demeaned,
travestied and excluded.

To claim that this attention to non-class styles of politics is in part a
response, consciously or not, to the current difficulties of more
traditional political aspirations is in no sense to undervalue the
intrinsic importance of these alternative movements. Any project of
socialist transformation which hoped to succeed without an alliance
with such currents which fully respected their autonomy would
deliver no more than a hollow mockery of human emancipation. It is
rather to remind ourselves that, just as a socialist strategy which left
unaffected those oppressed in their race or gender would be
resoundingly empty, so these particular forms of oppression can
themselves only be finally undone in the context of an end to capitalist
social relations. The former point is nowadays often enough
emphasized; the latter is in some danger of being obscured. The
paucity of socialist thought in the USA in particular - in the society,
that is to say, where much emancipatory cultural theory has been
elaborated ~ has gravely intensified this more general difficulty. Of
the left triptych of preoccupations, it has undoubtedly been social
class which has been in such quarters the subject of the most polite,
perfunctory hat-tipping, as the feeble American concept of ‘classism’
bears witness. But the problem is a pressing one in Europe too. We
have now produced a generation of left-inclined theorists and
students who, for reasons for which they are in no sense culpable,
have often little political memory or socialist education. Little political
memory, in the sense that a post-Vietnam generation of radicals has
often not much of radical political substance to remember within the
confines of the West; little socialist education, in that the last thing
that can now be taken for granted is a close familiarity with the
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complex history of international socialism and its attendant theoretical
debates. We live within societies whose aim is not simply to combat
radical ideas — that one would readily expect ~ but to wipe them from
living memory: to bring about an amnesiac condition in which it
would be as though such notions had never existed, placing them
beyond our very powers of conception. In such a situation, it is vital
that the more recently prominent forms of political engagement
should not be allowed to erase, distort or overshadow the rich legacies
of the international socialist movement. I write as one born into and
brought up within a working-class socialist tradition, one who has
been reasonably active in such politics since adolescence, and who
believes that any form of political radicalism today which attempts to
by-pass that lineage is bound to be impoverished. There are now,
predominantly in the USA but also in many areas of Europe, those
whose undoubted radicalism on particular political issues co-exists
with an insouciance and ignorance of socialist struggle typical of any
middle-class suburbanite; and I do not believe that socialist men and
women should acquiesce in this indifference for fear of being thought
sectarian or unfashionable.

There is a relation between these issues and the fact that one
constant theme of this book concerns the body. Indeed I am half
inclined to apologize for the modishness of this topic: few literary
texts are likely to make it nowadays into the new historicist canon
unless they contain at least one mutilated body. A recovery of the
importance of the body has been one of the most precious
achievements of recent radical thought, and I hope that this book may
be seen as extending that fertile line of enquiry in a new direction. At
the same time, it is difficult to read the later Roland Barthes, or even
the later Michel Foucault, without feeling that a certain style of
meditation on the body, on pleasures and surfaces, zones and
techniques, has acted among other things as a convenient displacement
of a less immediately corporeal politics, and acted also as an ersatz
kind of ethics. There is a privileged, privatized hedonism about such
discourse, emerging as it does at just the historical point where
certain less exotic forms of politics found themselves suffering a
setback. I try in this book, then, to reunite the idea of the body with
more traditional political topics of the state, class conflict and modes
of production, through the mediatory category of the aesthetic; and to
this extent the study distances itself equally from a class politics which
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has little of significance to say of the body, and from a post-class
politics which takes refuge from such rebarbatively ‘global’ matters in
the body’s intensities.

In writing this book, I am clearly concerned to argue against those
critics for whom any linkage of aesthetics and political ideologies
must appear scandalous or merely bemusing. But [ must confess that
I also have in my sights those on the political left for whom the
aesthetic is simply ‘bourgeois ideology’, to be worsted and ousted by
alternative forms of cultural politics. The aesthetic is indeed, as |
hope to show, a bourgeois concept in the most literal historical sense,
hatched and nurtured in the Enlightenment; but only for the
drastically undialectical thought of a vulgar Marxist or ‘post-Marxist’
trend of thought could this fact cue an automatic condemnation. It is
left moralism, not historical materialism, which having established the
bourgeois provenance of a particular concept, practice or institution,
then disowns it in an access of ideological purity. From the Communist
Manifesto onwards, Marxism has never ceased to sing the praises of
the bourgeoisie — to cherish and recollect that in its great
revolutionary heritage from which radicals must either enduringly
learn, or face the prospect of a closed, illiberal socialist order in the
future. Those who have now been correctly programmed to reach for
their decentred subjectivities at the very mention of the dread phrase
‘liberal humanist’ repressively disavow the very history which
constitutes them, which is by no means uniformly negative or
oppressive. We forget at our political peril the heroic struggles of
earlier ‘liberal humanists' against the brutal autocracies of feudalist
absolutism. If we can and must be severe critics of Enlightenment, it
is Enlightenment which has empowered us to be so. Here, as always,
the most intractable process of emancipation is that which involves
freeing ourselves from ourselves. One of the tasks of radical critique,
as Marx, Brecht and Walter Benjamin understood, is to salvage and
redeem for left political uses whatever is still viable and valuable in
the class legacies to which we are heirs. ‘Use what you can’ is a sound
enough Brechtian slogan — with, of course, the implicit corollary that
what turns out to be unusable in such traditions should be jettisoned
without nostalgia.

It is the contradictoriness of the aesthetic which, I would claim,
only a dialectical thought of this kind can adequately encompass. The
emergence of the aesthetic as a theoretical category is closely bound
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up with the material process by which cultural production, at an early
stage of bourgeois society, becomes ‘autonomous’ — autonomous, that
is, of the various social functions which it has traditionally served.
Once artefacts become commodities in the market place, they exist for
nothing and nobody in particular, and can consequently be rationalized,
ideologically speaking, as existing entirely and gloriously for them-
selves. It is this notion of autonomy or self-referentiality which the
new discourse of aesthetics is centrally concerned to elaborate; and it
is clear enough, from a radical political viewpoint, just how disabling
any such idea of aesthetic autonomy must be. It is not only, as radical
thought has familiarly insisted, that art is thereby conveniently
sequestered from all other social practices, to become an isolated
enclave within which the dominant social order can find an idealized
refuge from its own actual values of competitiveness, exploitation and
material possessiveness. It is also, rather more subtly, that the idea of
autonomy — of a mode of being which is entirely self-regulating and
self-determining — provides the middle class with just the ideological
model of subjectivity it requires for its material operations. Yet this
concept of autonomy is radically double-edged: if on the one hand it
provides a central constituent of bourgeois ideology, it also marks an
emphasis on the self-determining nature of human powers and
capacities which becomes, in the work of Karl Marx and others, the
anthropological foundation of a revolutionary opposition to bourgeois
utility. The aesthetic is at once, as I try to show, the very secret
prototype of human subjectivity in early capitalist society, and a vision
of human energies as radical ends in themselves which is the
implacable enemy of all dominative or instrumentalist thought. It
signifies a creative turn to the sensuous body, as well as an inscribing
of that body with a subtly oppressive law; it represents on the one
hand a liberatory concern with concrete particularity, and on the
other hand a specious form of universalism. If it offers a generous
utopian image of reconciliation between men and women at present
divided from one another, it also blocks and mystifies the real political
movement towards such historical community. Any account of this
amphibious concept which either uncritically celebrates or un-
equivocally denounces it is thus likely to overlook its real historical
complexity.

An example of such one-sidedness can be found, among other
places, in the later work of Paul de Man, between which and my own
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enquiries I am glad to observe a certain unexpected convergence.’
De Man’s later writing represents a bracing, deeply intricate
demystification of the idea of the aesthetic which, it could be claimed,
was present in his thought throughout; and there is much that he has
to say on this score with which I find myself in entire agreement. For
de Man, aesthetic ideology involves a phenomenalist reduction of the
linguistic to the sensuously empirical, a confusing of mind and world,
sign and thing, cognition and percept, which is consecrated in the
Hegelian symbol and resisted by Kant’s rigorous demarcation of
aesthetic judgement from the cognitive, ethical and political realms.
Such aesthetic ideology, by repressing the contingent, aporetic
relation which holds between the spheres of language and the real,
naturalizes or phenomenalizes the former, and is thus in danger of
converting the accidents of meaning to organic natural process in the
characteristic manner of ideological thought. A valuable, resourceful
politics is undoubtedly at work here, pace those left-wing critics for
whom de Man is merely an unregenerate ‘formalist’. But it is a
politics bought at an enormous cost. In what one might see as an
excessive reaction to his own earlier involvements with organicist
ideologies of an extreme right-wing kind, de Man is led to suppress
the potentially positive dimensions of the aesthetic in a way which
perpetuates, if now in a wholly new style, his earlier hostility to an
emancipatory politics. Few critics have been more bleakly unenthused
by bodiliness — by the whole prospect of a creative development of the
sensuous, creaturely aspects of human existence, by pleasure, Nature
and self-delighting powers, all of which now figure as insidious
aesthetic seductions to be manfully resisted. The last critic by whom
one can imagine de Man being in the least enchanted is Mikhail
Bakhtin. One might question some of the assumptions of de Man’s
later politics —~ not least the unwarranted belief that all ideology,
without exception, is crucially concerned to ‘naturalize’ or organicize
social practice. But there is no doubt that de Man is indeed a
thoroughly political critic from the outset. It is simply that the
consistency of that politics, the figure in the carpet of his work, lies in
an unremitting hostility to the practice of political emancipation. In
this sense Antonio Gramsci was right when, in a remarkable flash of
prescience, he wrote in his Prison Notebooks that ‘It could be asserted
that Freud is the last of the Ideologues, and that de Man is also an
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“ideologue”.
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There are two major omissions in this work which I should perhaps
clarify. The first is of any extensive reference to the British traditions
of aesthetic thought. Readers will no doubt find a number of echoes
of that history, of Coleridge and Matthew Amold and William
Morris, in the mainly German writing I examine; but this particular
terrain has been well enough ploughed already, and since much in the
Anglophone tradition is in fact derivative of German philosophy, [
have thought it best to have recourse here, so to speak, to the horse’s
mouth. The other omission, perhaps a more irritating one for some
readers, is of any examination of actual works of art. Those trained in
literary critical habits of thought are usually enamoured of ‘concrete
illustration’; but since I reject the idea that ‘theory’ is acceptable if
and only if it performs the role of humble handmaiden to the aesthetic
work, 1 have tried 1o frustrate this expectation as far as possible by
remaining for the most part resolutely silent about particular
artefacts. I must admit, however, that I did originally conceive of the
book as a kind of doubled text, in which an account of European
aesthetic theory would be coupled at every point to a consideration of
the literary culture of Ireland. Taking my cue from a passing
reference of Kant to the revolutionary United Irishmen, I would have
looked at Wolfe Tone and his political colleagues in the context of the
European Enlightenment, and reviewed Irish cultural nationalism
from Thomas Davis to Padraic Pearse in the light of European
idealist thought. I also intended to harness somewhat loosely such
figures as Marx, James Connolly and Sean O’Casey, and to link
Nietzsche with Wilde and Yeats, Freud with Joyce, Schopenhauer
and Adorno with Samuel Beckett, and (wilder flights, these)
Heidegger with certain aspects of John Synge and Seamus Heaney.
‘The result of this ambitious project would have been a volume which
only readers in regular weight-training would have been able to lift;
and 1 will therefore reserve this work either for a patented board
game, in which players would be awarded points for producing the
most fanciful possible connections between European philosophers
and Irish writers, or for some future study.

I hope it will not be thought that I consider the kind of research
embodied in this book somehow prototypical of what radical critics
should now most importantly be doing. An analysis of Kant’s third
Cnitique or an inspection of Kierkegaard’s religious meditations are
hardly the most urgent tasks facing the political left. There are many

11



INTRODUCTION

forms of radical cultural enquiry of considerably greater political
significance than such high theoretical-labour; but a deeper under-
standing of the mechanisms by which political hegemony is currently
maintained is a necessary prerequisite of effective political action, and
this is one kind of insight which I believe an enquiry into the aesthetic
can yield. While such a project is by no means everything, it is not,
perhaps, to be sniffed at either.

I am not a professional philosopher, as the reader is no doubt just
about to discover; and | am therefore deeply grateful to various
friends and colleagues more expert in this area than myself, who have
read this book in whole or part and offered many valuable criticisms
and suggestions. | must thank in particular John Barrell, Jay
Bernstein, Andrew Bowie, Howard Caygill, Jerry Cohen, Peter
Dews, Joseph Fell, Patrick Gardiner, Paul Hamilton, Ken Hirschkop,
Toril Moi, Alexander Nehamas, Peter Osborne, Stephen Priest,
Jacqueline Rose and Vigdis Songe Moller. Since these individuals
charitably or carelessly overlooked my mistakes, they are to that
extent partly responsible for them. I am grateful as always to my
editors Philip Carpenter and Sue Vice, whose acumen and efficiency
remain undiminished since the days of their student essays. Finally,
since ] am now taking my leave of it, I would like to record my
gratitude to Wadham College, Oxford, which for almost twenty years
has supported and encouraged me in the building of an English
school there true to its own long traditions of nonconformity and
critical dissent.

TE

Notes

1 See Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism (London, 1979),
chapter 4.

2 See in particular Paul de Man, ‘Phenomenality and Materiality in Kant’,
in G. Shapiro and A. Sica (eds), Hermeneutics: Questions and Prospects
(Amherst, Mass., 1984).

3 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks,. edited and
translated by Quintin Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (London,
1971), p. 376.
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Free Particulars

Aesthetics is born as a discourse of the body. In its original
formulation by the German philosopher Alexander Baumgarten, the
term refers not in the first place to art, but, as the Greek assthesis
would suggest, to the whole region of human perception and
sensation, in contrast to the more rarefied domain of conceptual
thought. The distinction which the term ‘aesthetic’ initially enforces
in the mid-eighteenth century is not one between ‘art’ and ‘life’, but
between the material and the immaterial: between things and
thoughts, sensations and ideas, that which is bound up with our
creaturely life as opposed to that which conducts some shadowy
existence in the recesses of the mind. It is as though philosophy
suddenly wakes up to the fact that there is a dense, swarming territory
beyond its own mental enclave which threatens to fall utterly outside
its sway. That territory is nothing less than the whole of our sensate
life together — the business of affections and aversions, of how the
world strikes the body on its sensory surfaces, of that which takes root
in the gaze and the guts and all that arises from our most banal,
biological insertion into the world. The aesthetic concerns this most
gross and palpable dimension of the human, which post-Cartesian
philosophy, in some curious lapse of attention, has somehow
managed to overlook. It is thus the first stirrings of a primitive
materialism — of the body’s long inarticulate rebellion against the
tyranny of the theoretical.

The oversight of classical philosophy was not without its political
cost. For how can any political order flourish which does not address
itself to this most tangible area of the ‘lived’, of everything that
belongs to a society’s somatic, sensational life? How can ‘experience’
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be allowed to fall outside a society’s ruling concepts? Could it be that
this realm is impenetrably opaque to reason, eluding its categories as
surely as the smell of thyme or the taste of potatoes? Must the life of
the body be given up on, as the sheer unthinkable other of thought, or
are its mysterious ways somehow mappable by intellection in what
would then prove a wholly novel science, the science of sensibility
itself? If the phrase is nothing more than an oxymoron, then the
political consequences are surely dire. Nothing could be more
disabled than a ruling rationality which can know nothing beyond its
own concepts, forbidden from enquiring into the very stuff of passion
and perception. How can the absolute monarch of Reason retain its
legitimacy if what Kant called the ‘rabble’ of the senses remains
forever beyond its ken? Does not power require some ability to
anatomize the feelings of what it subordinates, some science or
concrete logic at its disposal which would map from the inside the
very structures of breathing, sentient life?

The call for an aesthetics in eighteenth-century Germany is among
other things a response to the problem of political absolutism.
Germany in that period was a parcellized territory of feudal-absolutist
states, marked by a particularism and idiosyncrasy consequent on its
lack of a general culture. Its princes imposed their imperious diktats
through elaborate bureaucracies, while a wretchedly exploited
peasantry languished in conditions often little better than bestial.
Beneath this autocratic sway, an ineffectual bourgeoisie remained
cramped by the nobility’s mercantilist policies of state-controlled
industry and tariff-protected trade, overwhelmed by the conspicuous
power of the courts, alienated from the degraded masses and bereft of
any corporate influence in national life. The Junkerdom, rudely
confiscating from the middle class their historic role, themselves
sponsored much of what industrial development there was for their
own fiscal or military purposes, leaving a largely quiescent middle
class to do business with the state, rather than force the state to shape
its policies to their own interests. A pervasive lack of capital and
enterprise, poor communications and locally based trade, guild-
dominated towns marooned in a backward countryside: such were the
unpropitious conditions of the German bourgeoisie in this parochial,
benighted social order. Its professional and intellectual strata,
however, were steadily growing, to produce for the first time in the
later eighteenth century a professional literary caste; and this group
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showed all the signs of exerting a cultural and spiritual leadership
beyond the reach of the self-serving aristocracy. Unrooted in political
or economic power, however, this bourgeois enlightenment remained
in many respects enmortgaged to feudalist absolutism, marked by that
profound respect for authority of which Immanuel Kant, courageous
Aufklarer and docile subject of the king of Prussia, may be taken as
exemplary.

What germinates in the eighteenth century as the strange new
discourse of aesthetics is not a challenge to that political authority; but
it can be read as symptomatic of an ideological dilemma inherent in
absolutist power. Such power needs for its own purposes to take
account of ‘sensible’ life, for without an understanding of this no
dominion can be secure. The world of feelings and sensations can
surely not just be surrendered to the ‘subjective’, to what Kant
scornfully termed the ‘egoism of taste’; instead, it must be brought
within the majestic scope of reason itself. If the Lebenswelr is not
rationally formalizable, have not all the most vital ideological issues
been consigned to some limbo beyond one’s control? Yet how can
reason, that most immaterial of faculties, grasp the grossly sensuous?
Perhaps what makes things available to empirical knowledge in the
first place, their palpable materiality, is also in a devastating irony
what banishes them beyond cognition. Reason must find some way of
penetrating the world of perception, but in doing so must not put at
risk its own absolute power.

It is just this delicate balance which Baumgarten’s aesthetics seek
to achieve. If his Aesthetica (1750) opens up in an innovative gesture
the whole terrain of sensation, what it opens it up to is in effect the
colonization of reason. For Baumgarten, aesthetic cognition mediates
between the generalities of reason and the particulars of sense: the
aesthetic is that realm of existence which partakes of the perfection of
reason, but in a ‘confused’ mode. ‘Confusion’ here means not
‘muddle’ but ‘fusion’: in their organic interpenetration, the elements
of aesthetic representation resist that discrimination into discrete
units which is characteristic of conceptual thought. But this does not
mean that such representations are obscure: on the contrary, the
more ‘confused’ they are — the more unity-in-variety they attain — the
more clear, perfect and determinate they become. A poem is in this
sense a perfected form of sensate discourse. Aesthetic unities are thus
open to rational analysis, though they demand a specialized form or
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idiom of reason, and this is aesthetics. Aesthetics, Baumgarten writes,
is the ‘sister’ of logic, a kind of ratio inferior or feminine analogue of
reason at the lower level of sensational life. Its task is to order this
domain into clear or perfectly determinate representations, in a
manner akin to (if relatively autonomous of)) the operations of reason
proper. Aesthetics is born of the recognition that the world of
perception and experience cannot simply be derived from abstract
universal laws, but demands its own appropriate discourse and
displays its own inner, if inferior, logic. As a kind of concrete thought
or sensuous analogue of the concept, the aesthetic partakes at once of
the rational and the real, suspended between the two somewhat in the
manner of the Lévi-Straussian myth. It is born as a woman,
subordinate to man but with her own humble, necessary tasks to
perform.

Such a mode of cognition is of vital importance if the ruling order
is to understand its own history. For if sensation is characterized by a
complex individuation which defeats the general concept, so is history
itself. Both phenomena are marked by an irreducible particularity or
concrete determinateness which threatens to put them beyond the
bounds of abstract thought. ‘Individuals’, writes Baumgarten, ‘are
determined in every respect . . . particular representations are in the
highest degree poetic.” Since history is a question of ‘individuals’, it
is ‘poetic’ in precisely this sense, a matter of determinate specificities;
and it would therefore seem alarmingly to fall outside the compass of
reason. What if the history of the ruling class were itself opaque to its
knowledge, an unknowable exteriority beyond the pale of the concept?
Aesthetics emerges as a theoretical discourse in response to such
dilemmas; it is a kind of prosthesis to reason, extending a reified
Enlightenment rationality into vital regions which are otherwise
beyond its reach. It can cope, for example, with questions of desire
and rhetorical effectivity: Baumgarten describes desire as ‘a sensate
representation because a confused representation of the good’,? and
examines the ways in which poetic sense-impressions can arouse
particular emotive effects. The aesthetic, then, is simply the name
given to that hybrid form of cognition which can clarify the raw stuff
of perception and historical practice, disclosing the inner structure of
the concrete. Reason as such pursues its lofty ends far removed from
such lowly particulars; but a working replica of itself known as the
aesthetic springs into being as a kind of cognitive underlabourer, to
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know in its uniqueness all that to which the higher reasen is
necessarily blind. Because the aesthetic exists, the dense particulars
of perception can be made luminous to thought, and determinate
concretions assembled into historical narrative. ‘Science’, writes
Baumgarten, ‘is not to be dragged down to the region of sensibility,
but the sensible is to be lifted to the dignity of knowledge.” Dominion
over all inferior powers, he warns, belongs to reason alone; but this
dominion must never degenerate into tyranny. It must rather assume
the form of what we might now, after Gramsci, term ‘hegemony’,
ruling and informing the senses from within while allowing them to
thrive in all of their relative autonomy.

Once in possession of such a ‘science of the concrete’ — ‘a
contradiction in terms’, Schopenhauer was later to call it - there is no
need to fear that history and the body will slip through the net of
conceptual discourse to leave one grasping at empty space. Within the
dense welter of our material life, with all its amorphous flux, certain
objects stand out in a sort of perfection dimly akin to reason, and
these are known as the beautiful. A kind of ideality seems to inform
their sensuous existence from within, rather than floating above it in
some Platonic space; so that a rigorous logic is here revealed to us in
matter itself, felt instantly on the pulses. Because these are objects
which we can agree to be beautiful, not by arguing or analysing but
just by looking and seeing, a spontaneous consensus is brought to
birth within our creaturely life, bringing with it the promise that such
a life, for all its apparent arbitrariness and obscurity, might indeed
work in some sense very like a rational law. Such, as we shall see, is
something of the meaning of the aesthetic for Kant, who will look to it
for an elusive third way between the vagaries of subjective feeling and
the bloodless rigour of the understanding.

For a modern parallel to this meaning of the aesthetic, we might
look less to Benedetto Croce than to the later Edmund Husserl. For
Husserl’s purpose in The Crisis of Eurepean Sciences is precisely to
rescue the life-world from its troubling opacity to reason, thereby
renewing an Occidental rationality which has cut alarmingly adrift from
its somatic, perceptual roots. Philosophy cannot fulfil its role as the
universal, ultimately grounding science if it abandons the life-world
to its anonymity; it must remember that the body, even before it has
come to think, is always a sensibly experiencing organism positioned
in its world in a way quite distinct from the placing of an object in a
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box. Scientific knowledge of an objective reality is always already
grounded in this intuitive pre-givenness of things to the vulnerably
perceptive body, in the primordial physicality of our being-in-the-
world. We scientists, Husserl remarks with faint surprise, are after all
human beings; and it is because a misguided rationalism has
overlooked this fact that European culture is in the crisis it is.
(Husserl, victim of fascism, is writing in the 1930s.) Thought must
thus round upon itself, retrieving the Lebenswelt from whose murky
depths it springs, in a new “universal science of subjectivity’. Such a
science, however, is not in fact new in the least: when Husserl
admonishes us that we must ‘consider the surrounding life-world
concretely, in its neglected relativity . . . the world in which we live
intuitively, together with its real entities’,* he is speaking, in the
original sense of the term, as an aesthetician. It is not, of course, a
question of surrendering ourselves to ‘this whole merely subjective
and apparently incomprehensible “Heraclitean flux™'* which is our
daily experience, but rather of rigorously formalizing it. For the life-
world exhibits a general structure, and this structure, to which
everything that exists relatively is bound, is not itself relative. ‘We can
attend to it in its generality and, with sufficient care, fix it once and for
all in a way equally accessible to all.” Indeed it turns out conveniently
enough that the life-world discloses just the same structures that
scientific thought presupposes in its construction of an objective
reality. Higher and lower styles of reasoning, in Baumgartenian
terms, manifest a common form. Even so, the project of formalizing
the life-world is not a simple one, and Husserl is frank enough to
confess that ‘one is soon beset by extraordinary difficulties . . . every
“ground” that is reached points to further grounds, every horizon
opened up awakens new horizons’.” Pausing to console us with the
thought that this ‘endless whole, in its infinity of flowing movement, is
oriented toward the unity of one meaning’, Husserl brutally undoes
this solace in the next breath by denying that this is true “in such a way
that we could ever simply grasp and understand the whole’* Like
Kafka's hope, it would appear that there is plenty of totality, but not
for us. The project of formalizing the life-world would seem to
scupper itself before getting off the ground, and with it the proper
grounding of reason. It will be left to Maurice Merleau-Ponty to
develop this ‘return to living history and the spoken word’ ~ but in
doing so to question the assumption that this is simply ‘a preparatory
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step which should be followed by the properly philosophical task of
universal constitution’.’ From Baumgarten to phenomenology, it is a
question of reason deviating, doubling back on itself, taking a defour
through sensation, experience, ‘naivety’ as Husserl calls it in the
Vienna lecture, so that it will not have to suffer the embarrassment of
arriving at its telos empty-handed, big with wisdom but deaf, dumb
and blind into the bargain.

We shall see a little later, especially in the work of Friedrich
Schiller, how such a detour through sensation is politically necessary.
If absolutism does not wish to trigger rebellion, it must make
generous accommodation for sensual inclination. Yet this turn to the
affective subject is not without its perils for an absolutist law. If it may
succeed in inscribing that law all the more effectively on the hearts
and bodies of those it subjugates, it may also, by a self~-deconstructive
logic, come to subjectivize such authority out of existence, clearing
the ground for a new concept of legality and political power
altogether. In a striking historical irony recorded by Karl Marx, the
very idealist cast into which conditions of social backwardness had
forced the thinking of the late eighteenth-century German middle
class led to the prefiguration in the mind of a bold new model of social
life as yet quite unachievable in reality. From the depths of a
benighted late feudal autocracy, a vision could be projected of a
universal order of free, equal, autonomous human subjects, obeying
no laws but those which they gave to themselves. This bourgeois
public sphere breaks decisively with the privilege and particularism of
the ancien régime, installing the middle class, in image if not in reality,
as a truly universal subject, and compensating with the grandeur of
this dream for its politically supine status. What is at stake here is
nothing less than the production of an entirely new kind of human
subject — one which, like the work of art itself, discovers the law in the
depths of its own free identity, rather than in some oppressive
external power. The liberated subject is the one who has appropriated
the law as the very principle of its own autonomy, broken the
forbidding tablets of stone on which that law was originally inscribed
in order to rewrite it on the heart of flesh. To consent to the law is
thus to consent to one’s own inward being. ‘The heart’, writes
Rousseau in Emile, ‘only receives laws from itself; by wanting to
enchain it one releases it; one only enchains it by leaving it free.”"?
Antonio Gramsci will write later in the Prison Notebooks of a form of
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civil society ‘in which the individual can govern himself without
his self-government thereby entering into conflict with political
society — but rather becoming its normal continuation, its organic
complement’." In a classic moment in The Social Contract, Rousseau
speaks of the most important form of law as one ‘which is not graven
on tablets of marble or brass, but on the hearts of the citizens. This
forms the real constitution of the State, takes on every day new
powers, when other laws decay or die out, restores them or takes their
place, keeps a people in the ways it was meant to go, and insensibly
replaces authority by the force of habit. I am speaking of morality, of
custom, above all of public opinion; a power unknown to political
thinkers, on which nonetheless success in everything else depends.’?

The ultimate binding force of the bourgeois social order, in
contrast to the coercive apparatus of absolutism, will be habits,
pieties, sentiments and affections. And this is equivalent to saying that
power in such an order has become aestheticized. It is at one with the
body’s spontaneous impulses, entwined with sensibility and the
affections, lived out in unreflective custom. Power is now inscribed in
the minutiae of subjective experience, and the fissure between
abstract duty and pleasurable inclination is accordingly healed. To
dissolve the law to custom, to sheer unthinking habit, is to identify it
with the human subject’s own pleasurable well-being, so that to
transgress that law would signify a deep self-violation. The new
subject, which bestows on itself self-referentially a law at one with its
immediate experience, finding its freedom in its necessity, is
modelled on the aesthetic artefact.

This centrality of custom, as opposed to some naked reason, lies at
the root of Hegel’s critique of Kantian morality. Kant’s practical
reason, with its uncompromising appeal to abstract duty as an end in
itself, smacks rather too much of the absolutism of feudalist power.
The aesthetic theory of the Critigue of Judgement suggests, by contrast,
a resolute turn to the subject: Kant retains the idea of a universal law,
but now discovers this law at work in the very structure of our
subjective capacities. This ‘lawfulness without a law’ signifies a deft
compromise between mere subjectivism on the one hand, and an
excessively abstract reason on the other. There is indeed for Kant a
kind of ‘law’ at work in aesthetic judgement, but one which seems
inseparable from the very particularity of the artefact. As such, Kant’s
‘lawfulness without a law’ offers a parallel to that ‘authority which is
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not an authority’ (The Social Contract) which Rousseau finds in the
structure of the ideal political state. In both cases, a universal law of a
kind lives wholly in its free, individual incarnations, whether these are
political subjects or the elements of the aesthetic artefact. The law
simply & an assembly of autonomous, self-governing particulars
working in spontaneous reciprocal harmony. Yet Kant’s turn to the
subject is hardly a turn to the body, whose needs and desires fall
outside the disinterestedness of aesthetic taste. The body cannot be
figured or represented within the frame of Kantian aesthetics; and
Kant ends up accordingly with a formalistic ethics, an abstract theory
of political rights, and a ‘subjective’ but non-sensuous aesthetics.

It is all of these which Hegel's more capacious notion of reason
seeks to sweep up and transform. Hegel rejects Kant’s stern
opposition between morality and sensuality, defining instead an idea
of reason which will encompass the cognitive, practical and affective
together."* Hegelian Reason does not only apprehend the good, but
so engages and transforms our bodily inclinations as to bring them
into spontaneous accord with universal rational precepts. And what
mediates between reason and experience here is the self-realizing
praxis of human subjects in political life. Reason, in short, is not
simply a contemplative faculty, but a whole project for the hegemonic
reconstruction of subjects — what Seyla Benhabib has called ‘the
successive transformation and reeducation of inner nature’.’* Reason
works out its own mysterious ends through human beings’ sensuous,
self-actualizing activity in the realm of Sittlichkeit (concrete ethical
life) or Objective Spirit. Rational moral behaviour is thus inseparable
from questions of human happiness and self-fulfilment; and if this is
so then Hegel has in some sense ‘aestheticized’ reason by anchoring it
in the body’s affections and desires. It is not of course aestheticized
away, dissolved to some mere hedonism or intuitionism; but it has
lapsed from the lofty Kantian domain of Duty to become an active,
transfigurative force in material life.

The ‘aesthetic’ dimension of this programme can best be disclosed
by suggesting that what Hegel confronts in emergent bourgeois
society is a conflict between a ‘bad’ particularism on the one hand,
and a ‘bad’ universalism on the other. The former is a matter of civil
society: it stems from the private economic interest of the solitary
citizen, who as Hegel comments in the Philosophy of Right is each his
own end and has no regard for others. The latter is a question of
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the political state, where these unequal, antagonistic monads are
deceptively constituted as abstractly free and equivalent. In this sense,
bourgeois society is a grotesque travesty of the aesthetic artefact,
which harmoniously interrelates general and particular, universal and
individual, form and content, spirit and sense. In the dialectical
medium of Sinlichkeit, however, the subject’s participation in
universal reason takes the shape at each moment of a unified,
concretely particular form of life. It is through ‘Bildung’, the rational
education of desire through praxis, or as we might say a programme of
spiritual hegemony, that the bond between individual and universal is
ceaselessly constituted. Knowledge, moral practice and pleasurable
self-fulfilment are thus coupled together in the complex interior unity
of Hegelian Reason. The ethical, Hegel remarks in the Philosophy of
Right, appears not as law but as custom, an habital form of action
which becomes 2 ‘second nature’. Custom is the law of the spirit of
freedom; the project of education is to show individuals the way to a
new birth, converting their ‘first’ nature of appetites and desires to a
second, spiritual one which will then become customary to them. No
longer torn asunder between blind individualism and abstract
universalism, the reborn subject lives its existence, we might claim,
aesthetically, in accordance with a law which is now entirely at one
with its spontaneous being. What finally secures social order is that
realm of customary practice and instinctual piety, more supple and
resilient than abstract rights, where the living energies and affections
of subjects are invested.

That this should be so follows necessarily from the social
conditions of the bourgeoisie. Possessive individualism abandons
each subject to its own private space, dissolves all positive bonds
between them and thrusts them into mutual antagonism. ‘By
“antagonism”’, writes Kant in his ‘Idea for a Universal History’, ‘I
mean the unsociable sociability of men, i.e. their propensity to enter
into society bound together with a mutual opposition which constantly
threatens to break up the society.””* In a striking irony, the very
practices which reproduce bourgeois society also threaten to under-
mine it. If no positive social bonds are possible at the level of material
production or ‘civil society’, one might perhaps look to the political
arena of the state to bear the burden of such interrelationship. What
one finds here, however, is 2 merely notional community of abstractly
symmetrical subjects, too rarefied and theoretic to provide a rich
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experience of consensuality. Once the bourgeoisie has dismantled the
centralizing political apparatus of absolutism, either in fantasy or
reality, it finds itself bereft of some of the institutions which had
previously organized social life as a whole. The question therefore
arises as to where it is to locate a sense of unity powerful enough to
reproduce itself by. In economic life, individuals are structurally
isolated and antagonistic; at the political level there would seem
nothing but abstract rights to link one subject to the other. This is one
reason why the ‘aesthetic’ realm of sentiments, affections and
spontaneous bodily habits comes to assume the significance it does.
Custom, piety, intuition and opinion must now cohere an otherwise
abstract, atomized social order. Moreover, once absolutist power has
been overturmed, each subject must function as its own seat of self-
government. An erstwhile centralized authority must be parcellized
and localized: absolved from continuous political supervision, the
bourgeois subject must assume the burden of its own internalized
governance. This is not to suggest that absolutist power itself requires
no such internalization: like any successful political authority, it
demands complicity and collusion from those it subordinates. It is not
a question of some stark contrast between a purely heteronomous law
on the one hand, and an insidiously consensual one on the other, But
with the growth of early bourgeois society, the ratio between coercion
and consent is undergoing gradual transformation: only a rule
weighted towards the latter can effectively regulate individwals whose
economic activity necessitates a high degree of autonomy. It is in this
sense, too, that the aesthetic moves into the foreground in such
conditions. Like the work of art as defined by the discourse of
aesthetics, the bourgeois subject is autonomous and self-determining,
acknowledges no merely extrinsic law but instead, in some mysterious
fashion, gives the law to itself. In doing so, the law becomes the form
which shapes into harmonious unity the turbulent content of the
subject’s appetites and inclinations. The compulsion of autocratic
power is replaced by the more gratifying compulsion of the subject’s
self-identity.

To rely on sentiment as a source of one’s social cohesion is not as
precarious a matter as it looks. The bourgeois state, after all, still has
its coercive instruments at the ready should this project falter; and
what bonds could in any case be stronger, more unimpeachable, than
those of the senses, of ‘natural’ compassion and instinctive allegiance?
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Such organic liaisons are surely a more trustworthy form of political
rule than the inorganic, oppressive structures of absolutism. Only
when governing imperatives have been dissolved into spontaneous
reflex, when human subjects are linked to-each other in their very
flesh, can a truly corporate existence be fashioned. It is for this reason
that the early bourgeoisie is so preoccupied with virtue — with the lived
habit of moral propriety, rather than a laborious adherence to some
external norm. Such a belief naturally demands an ambitious
programme of moral education and reconstruction, for there is no
assurance that the human subjects who emerge from the ancien régime
will prove refined and enlightened enough for power to found itself
on their sensibilities. It is thus that Rousseau writes the Emile and the
Nouvelle Heloise, intervening in the realms of pedagogy and sexual
morality to construct new forms of subjectivity. Similarly, the law in
The Social Contract has behind it a Legislator, whose role is the
hegemonic one of educating the people to receive the law’s decrees.
“The (Rousseauan) state’, comments Ernst Cassirer, ‘does not simply
address itself to already existing and given subjects of the will; rather
its first aim is to create the sort of subjects to whom it can address its
call.”® Not just any subject can be ‘interpellated’, in Althusserian
phrase;'? the task of political hegemony is to produce the very forms
of subjecthood which will form the basis of political unity,

The virtue of Rousseau’s ideal citizen lies in his passionate
affection for his fellow citizens and for the shared conditions of their
common life. The root of this civic virtue is the pity we experience for
each other in the state of nature; and this pity rests on a kind of
empathetic imagination, ‘transporting ourselves outside ourselves,
and identifying ourselves with the suffering animal, leaving our being,
s0 to speak, in order to take his . . . Thus no one becomes sensitive
except when his imagination is animated and begins to transport
himself outside of himself.""® At the very root of social relations lies
the aesthetic, source of all human bonding. If bourgeois society
releases its individuals into lonely autonomy, then only by such an
imaginative exchange or appropriation of each other’s identities can
they be deeply enough united. Feeling, Rousseau claims in Emile,
precedes knowledge; and the law of conscience is such that what I fee/
to be right is right. Even so, social harmony cannot be grounded in
such sentiments alone, which suffice only for the state of nature. In
the state of civilization, such sympathies must find their formal
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articulation in law, which involves a similar ‘exchange’ of subjects:
‘Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the
supreme direction of the general will, and, in our corporate capacity,
we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole.”® In
Rousseau’s view, for the subject to obey any law other than one it has
personally fashioned is slavery; no individual is entitled to command
another, and the only legitimate law is thus of a self-conferred kind. If
all citizens alienate their rights entirely to the community, ‘each man,
in giving himself to all, gives himself to nobody’, and so receives
himself back again as a free, autonomous being. The citizen
surrenders his ‘bad’ particularism — his narrowly selfish interests —
and through the ‘general will’ identifies instead with the good of the
whole; he retains his unique individuality, but now in the form of a
disinterested commitment to a common well-being. This fusion of
general and particular, in which one shares in the whole at no risk to
one’s unique specificity, resembles the very form of the aesthetic
artefact — though since Rousseau is not an organicist thinker, the
analogy is only approximate. For the mystery of the aesthetic object is
that each of its sensuous parts, while appearing wholly autonomous,
incarnates the ‘law’ of the totality. Each aesthetic particular, in the
very act of determining itself, regulates and is regulated by all other
self-determining particulars. The enheartening expression of this
doctrine, politically speaking, would be: ‘what appears as my sub-
ordination to others is in fact self-determination’; the more cynical
view would run: ‘my subordination to others is so effective that it
appears to me in the mystified guise of governing myself.’

The emergent middle class, in an historic development, is newly
defining itself as a universal subject. But the abstraction this process
entails is a source of anxiety for a class wedded in its robust
individualism to the concrete and the particular, If the aesthetic
intervenes here, it is as a dream of reconciliation — of individuals
woven into intimate unity with no detriment to their specificity, of
an abstract totality suffused with all the flesh-and-blood reality of
the individual being. As Hegel writes of classical art in his Philosophy
of Fine Art: “Though no violence is done . . . to any feature of
expression, any part of the whole, and every member appears in its
independence, and rejoices in its own existence, yet each and all is
content at the same time to be only an aspect in the total evolved
presentation.’® Rousseau’s general will, as a kind of mighty totalizing
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artefact, might be seen as imaginative empathy assuming a rational,
objective form.

Rousseau does not think that feeling can simply replace rational
law; but he does hold that reason in itself is insufficient for social
unity, and that to become a regulative force in society it must be
animated by love and affection. It is thus that he quarrelled with the
Encyclopaedists, whose dream of reconstructing society from pure
reason seemed to him simply to erase the problem of the subject. And
to overlook the subject is to ignore the vital question of political
hegemony, which the ultra-rationalism of the Enlightenment is
powerless in itself to address. ‘Sensibility’, then, would seem
unequivocally on the side of the progressive middle class, as the
aesthetic foundation of a new form of polity. Yet if the conservative
Edmund Burke found Rousseau’s sentimentalism offensive, he was
also revolted by what he saw as his impious rationalism. Such
rationalism seemed to Burke just that effort to reconstruct the social
order from metaphysical first principles which was most calculated to
undermine an organic cultural tradition of spontaneous pieties and
affections.?’ Rationalism and sentimentalism do indeed in this sense
go together: if a new social order is to be constructed on the basis of
virtue, custom and opinion, then a radical rationalism must first of all
dismantle the political structures of the present, submitting their
mindless prejudices and traditionalist privileges to disinterested
critique. Conversely, both rationalism and an appeal to feeling can be
found on the political right. If the given social order defends itself in
Burkeian fashion through ‘culture’ — through a plea for the values and
affections richly implicit in national tradition — it will tend to provoke
an abrasive rationalism from the political left. The left will round
scathingly on the ‘aesthetic’ as the very locus of mystification and
irrational prejudice; it will denounce the insidiously naturalizing
power which Burke has in mind when he comments that customs
operate better than laws, ‘because they become a sort of Nature both
to the governors and the governed’.? If, however, the existing order
ratifies itself by an appeal to absolute law, then the ‘subjective’
instincts and passions which such law seems unable to encompass can
become the basis of a radical critique.

The form which these conflicts take is partly determined by the
nature of the political power in question. In late eighteenth-century
Britain, an evolved tradition of bourgeois democracy had produced a
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social order which sought on the whole to work ‘hegemonically’,
however savagely coercive it could also show itself. Authority, as
Burke recommends, has regard to the senses and sentiments of at
least some of its subjects; and in this situation two alternative
counter-strategies become available. One is to explore the realm of
affective life which authority seeks to colonize and turn it against the
insolence of power itself, as in some eighteenth-century cults of
sensibility. A new kind of human subject ~ sensitive, passionate,
individualist - poses an ideological challenge to the ruling order,
elaborating new dimensions of feeling beyond its narrow scope.
Alternatively, the fact that power utilizes feelings for its own ends may
give rise to a radical rationalist revolt against feeling itself, in which
sensibility is assailed as the insidious force which binds subjects to the
law. If, however, political dominance assumes in German fashion
more openly coercive forms, then an ‘aesthetic’ counter-strategy — a
cultivation of the instincts and pieties over which such power rides
roughshod — can always gather force.

Any such project, however, is likely to be deeply ambivalent. For it
is never easy to distinguish an appeal to taste and sentiment which
offers an alternative to autocracy from one which allows such power
to ground itself all the more securely in the living sensibilities of its
subjects. There is a world of political difference between a law which
the subject really does give to itself, in radical democratic style, and a
decree which still descends from on high but which the subject now
‘authenticates’. Free consent may thus be the antithesis of oppressive
power, or a seductive form of collusion with it. To view the emergent
middle-class order from either standpoint alone is surely too
undialectical an approach. In one sense, the bourgeois subject is
indeed mystified into mistaking necessity for freedom and oppression
for autonomy. For power to be individually authenticated, there must
be constructed within the subject a new form of inwardness which
will do the unpalatable work of the law for it, and all the more
effectively since that law has now apparently evaporated. In another
sense, this policing belongs with the historic victory of bourgeois
liberty and democracy over a barbarously repressive state. As such, it
contains within itself a genuinely utopian glimpse of a free, equal
community of independent subjects. Power is shifting its location
from centralized institutions to the silent, invisible depths of the
subject itself; but this shift is also part of a profound political
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emancipation in which freedom and compassion, the imagination and
the bodily affections, strive to make themselves heard within the
discourse of a repressive rationalism.

The aesthetic, then, is from the beginning a contradictory, double-
edged concept. On the one hand, it figures as a genuinely
emancipatory force — as a community of subjects now linked by
sensuous impulse and fellow-feeling rather than by heteronomous
law, each safeguarded in its unique particularity while bound at the
same time into social harmony. The aesthetic offers the middle class a
superbly versatile model of their political aspirations, exemplifying
new forms of autonomy and self-determination, transforming the
relations between law and desire, morality and knowledge, recasting
the links between individual and totality, and revising social relations
on the basis of custom, affection and sympathy. On the other hand,
the aesthetic signifies what Max Horkheimer has called a kind of
‘internalised repression’, inserting social power more deeply into the
very bodies of those it subjugates, and so operating as a supremely
effective mode of political hegemony. To lend fresh significance to
bodily pleasures and drives, however, if only for the purpose of
colonizing them more efficiently, is always to risk foregrounding and
intensifying them beyond one’s control. The aesthetic as custom,
sentiment, spontaneous impulse may consort well enough with
political domination; but these phenomena border embarrassingly on
passion, imagination, sensuality, which are not always so easily
incorporable. As Burke put it in his Appeal from the New to the Old
Whigs: “There is a boundary to men’s passions when they act from
feeling; none when they are under the influence of imagination.””
‘Deep’ subjectivity is just what the ruling social order desires, and
exactly what it has most cause to fear. If the aesthetic is a dangerous,
ambiguous affair, it is because, as we shall see in this study, there is
something in the body which can revolt against the power which
inscribes it; and that impulse could only be eradicated by extirpating
along with it the capacity to authenticate power itself.

Notes

1 Alexander Baumgarten, Reflections on Poetry, translated by K. Aschen-
brenner and W. B. Holther (Berkeley, 1954), p. 43. For a useful recent

28



FREE PARTICULARS

essay on Baumgarten, see Rodolphe Gasché, ‘Of aesthetic and historical
determination’, in D. Artridge, G. Bennington and R. Young {(eds), Post-
Structuralism and the Question of History (Cambridge, 1987). See also
David E. Wellbery, Lessing’s Laocoon: Semiotics and Aesthetics in the Age of
Reason (Cambridge, 1984), chapter 2, and K.E. Gilbert and H. Kuhn, A
History of Estheticc (New York, 1939), chapter 10. For a splendid survey
of English and German aesthetics from which I have benefited a good
deal in chapters 1 and 2, see Howard Caygill, ‘Aesthetics and Civil
Society: Theories of Art and Society 1640-1790°, unpublished Ph.D
thesis, University of Sussex, 1982; and see Caygill, Art of Judgement
{Oxford, 1989).

2 Baumgarten, Reflections on Poetry, p. 38.

3 Quoted by Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlighterment (Boston,
1951), p. 340.

4 Edmund Husserl, The Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental
Phenomenology (Evanston, 1970), p. 156.

5 Ibid.

6 Ibid., p. 139.

7 Ibid., p. 170.

8 Ibid.

9 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Signs (Evanston, 1964), p. 110.

10 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile ou de I'éducation (Paris, 1961), vol. IV,
p- 388.

11 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. Q. Hoare and
G. Nowell Smith (London, 1971), p. 268.

12 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Discourses, ed. G.D.H.
Cole (London, 1938), p. 48.

13 See Seyla Benhabib, Critigue, Norm, and Utspia (New York, 1986),
pp. 80—4. For the relation between custom and law in the Enlightenment,
see 1.O. Wade, The Structure and Form of the French Enlightenment
(Princeton, 1977), vol. 1, Part 11.

14 Benhabib, Cnitigue, Nerm, and Utspia, p. 82.

15 Immanuel Kant, ‘Idea for a Universal History', in 1. Kant, On History,
ed. Lewis White Beck (Indianapolis, 1963), p. 15.

16 Emst Cassirer, The Question of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Bloomington,
1954), pp. 62-3.

17 See Louis Althusser, ‘Ideclogy and Ideological State Apparatuses’, in
Lenin and Philosophy (London, 1971).

18 Rousseau, Emile, vol. IV, p. 261.

19 Rousseau, The Socal Contrad, p. 15.

20 G. W. F. Hegel, The Philosaphy of Fine Art (London, 1920), vol. 11, p. 10
(translation slightly amended).

29



FREE PARTICULARS

21 See Annie Marie Osborn, Rousseau and Burke (London, 1940), a work
which at one point strangely speaks of Burke as an Englishman. See also,
for Rousseau’s political thought, J. H. Broome, Rousseau: A Study of his
Thought (London, 1963); Stephen Ellenburg, Rousseau’s Political Philosophy
(Ithaca, 1976); Roger D. Master, The Political Philosophy of Rousseau
(Princeton, 1968); Lucio Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin (London,
1972), Part 3.

22 Edmund Burke, An Abridgement of English History, quoted in W. J. T.
Mitchell, feomology (Chicago, 1986), p. 140.

23 The Works of Edmund Burke, ed. George Nichols (Boston, 1865-7),
vol. 4, p. 192.

30



2

The Law of the Heart:
Shafiesbury, Hume, Burke

While the German middle class languished beneath the yoke of
nobility, their English counterparts had been energetically at work
transforming a social order still heavily aristocratic in nature to their
own advantage. Uniquely among European nations, the English
landowning elite had itself long been a capitalist class proper, already
accustomed to wage labour and commodity production as early as the
sixteenth century. They thus anticipated by a considerable period that
conversion from feudal to capitalist agriculture which the Prussian
Junkerdom would accomplish, more partially and precariously, only
in the wake of its defeat in the Napoleonic wars. At once the most
stable and wealthy estate-owners in Europe, the English patriciate
succeeded superbly in combining high capitalist productivity on the
land with an enviable degree of cultural solidarity and unbroken
continuity. It was within this unusually favourable matrix, offering at
once the general preconditions for further capitalist development and
a resilient political framework to safeguard it, that the English
mercantile class was able to inaugurate its own key institutions (the
stock exchange, the Bank of England), and secure the predominance
of its own form of political state (parliament), in the aftermath of
the 1688 revolution. Under these propitious conditions, Britain was
able to emerge in the eighteenth century as the world’s leading
commercial power, vanquishing its foreign rivals and extending its
imperial sway across the globe. By the mid-eighteenth century,
London had become the largest centre of international trade, the
premier port and warehouse of the world, and witnessed the forging
of some spectacular fortunes. The Hanoverian state, staffed and
controlled by the aristocracy, protected and promoted mercantile
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interests with impressive zeal, securing for Britain a rapidly expanding
economy and an immensely profitable empire.

In eighteenth-century Britain, then, we encounter a robust, well-
founded unity of agrarian and mercantile interests, accompanied by a
marked ideological rapprochement between new and traditional social
elites. The idealized self-image of this ruling social bloc is less of
itself as a “state’ class than as a ‘public sphere’ — a political formation
rooted in civil society itself, whose members are at once stoutly
individualist and linked to their fellows by enlightened social
intercourse and a shared set of cultural manners. Assured encugh of
its political and economic stability, this governing bloc is able to
disseminate some of its power in the forms of a general culture and
‘civility’, founded less on the potentially divisive realities of social rank
and economic interest than on common styles of sensibility and a
homogeneous reason. ‘Civilized’ conduct takes its cue from traditional
aristocratism: its index is the fluent, spontaneous, taken-for-granted
virtue of the gentleman, rather than the earnest conformity to some
external law of the petty bourgeois. Moral standards, while still
implacably absolute in themselves, may thus be to some extent
diffused into the textures of personal sensibility; taste, affect and
opinion testify more eloquently to one’s participation in a universal
common sense than either moral strenuousness or ideological
doctrine. Both of these now carry with them ominous reminiscences
of a disruptive puritanism. Yet if the prototype of this public sphere is
drawn from the realm of gentility, the predominance it grants to
individual sensibility, the free circulation of enlightened opinion, and
the abstractly equalized status of its socially diverse participants, mark
it also as a peculiarly bourgeois social formation. A community of
sensibility consorts as well with the bourgeois’s stout empiricist
disregard for metaphysical abstraction, and also with his deepening
domestic sentimentalism, as it does with that carelessness of
theoretical justification which is the badge of aristocracy. For both
strata, an abstract rationalism now sinisterly recalls the metaphysical
excesses of the Commonwealth. If social power is to be effectively
naturalized, it must somehow take root in the sensuous immediacies
of empirical life, beginning with the affective, appetitive individual of
civil society, and tracing from there the affiliations which might bind
him to a greater whole.

The project of early German aesthetics, as we have seen, is to
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mediate between general and particular, elaborating a kind of
concrete logic which will clarify the sensory world without abstracting
it away. Reason must grant experience its peculiar density, without
allowing it for a moment to escape; and this is hardly an easy tension
to maintain. The proto-materialist impulse of this project soon
surrenders to a full-blown formalism; indeed no sooner has sensation
been ushered into the court of reason then it is subjected to a rigorous
discrimination. Only certain sensations are fit subject for aesthetic
enquiry; and this means for the Hegel of the Philosophy of Fine Art
only sight and hearing, senses which are, as he says, ‘ideal’. Vision for
Hegel is ‘appetiteless’; all true looking is without desire. There can be
no aesthetics of odour, texture or flavour, which are mere debased
modes of access to the world. ‘Botticher’s mere feeling with the hand
of the effeminately smooth portions of statues of goddesses’, Hegel
remarks frostily, ‘is not a part of artistic contemplation or enjoyment
at all.” Reason, then, in some sense selects those perceptions which
already appear to collude with it. The aesthetic representation of a
Kant is quite as unsensual as the concept, expelling the materiality of
its object. But if German rationalism has a problem in descending
from the universal to the particular, the dilemma of British
empiricism is quite the reverse: how to move from the particular to
the general without the latter merely collapsing back into the former.
If rationalism is politically vulnerable, it is because it risks a mere
empty totalization which expels the experiential; if empiricism is
politically problematic, it is because it has difficulty in totalizing at all,
mired as it is in a web of particulars. It is the impossible conundrum
of a ‘science of the concrete’: how is a ruling order to root itself in the
sensuously immediate, yet elaborate this into something more
compelling than a heap of fragments? Empiricism risks ending up
trapped here in some intolerable impasse, either undoing its own
totalizations at every step, or subverting immediacy in the very effort
to ground it more securely. If rationalism feels the need to
supplement itself with the logic of the aesthetic, then it would seem
that empiricism was all along too aesthetic for its own good. How is a
thought already so thoroughly sensationalized to break the hold of the
body over it, drag itself free of the clammy embrace of the senses and
rise to something a little more conceptually dignified?

The answer, perhaps, is that there is no need. Could we not stay
with the senses themselves, and find there our deepest relation to an
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overall rational design? What if we could discover the trace of such a
providential order on the body itself, in its most spontaneous, pre-
reflexive instincts? Perhaps there is somewhere within our immediate
experience a sense with all the unerring intuition of aesthetic taste,
which discloses the moral order to us. Such is the celebrated ‘moral
sense’ of the British eighteenth-century moralists, which allows us to
experience right and wrong with all the swiftness of the senses, and so
lays the groundwork for a social cohesion more deeply felt than any
mere rational totality. If the moral values which govern social life are
as self-evident as the taste of peaches, a good deal of disruptive
wrangling can be dispensed with. Society as a whole, given its
fragmented condition, is increasingly opaque to totalizing reason; it is
difficult to discern any rational design in the workings of the market
place. But we might turn nevertheless to what seems the opposite of
all that, to the stirrings of individual sensibility, and find there instead
our surest incorporation into a common body. In our natural instincts
of benevolence and compassion we are brought by some providential
law, itself inscrutable to reason, into harmony with one another. The
body’s affections are no mere subjective whims, but the key to a well-
ordered state.

Morality, then, is becoming steadily aestheticized, and this in two
related senses. It has been moved closer to the springs of sensibility;
and it concerns a virtue which like the artefact is an end in itself. We
live well in society neither from duty nor utility, but as a delightful
fulfilment of our nature. The body has its reasons, of which the mind
may know little: a benign providence has so exquisitely adapted our
faculties to its own ends as to make it keenly pleasurable to realize
them. To follow out our self-delighting impulses, provided they are
shaped by reason, its unwittingly to promote the common good. Our
sense of morality, the Earl of Shaftesbury argues, consists in ‘a real
antipathy or aversion to injustice or wrong, and in a real affection or
love towards equity and right, for its own sake, and on account of its
natural beauty and worth’.? The objects of moral judgement are for
Shaftesbury as immediately attractive or repulsive as those of
aesthetic taste, which is not to convict him of moral subjectivism. On
the contrary, he believes strongly in an absolute, objective moral law,
rejects the suggestion that immediate feeling is a sufficient condition
of the good, and holds like Hegel that the moral sense must be
educated and disciplined by reason. He also rejects the hedonist
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creed that the good is simply what pleases us. Even so, all moral
action for Shaftesbury must be mediated through the affections, and
what is not done through affection is simply non-moral. Beauty, truth
and goodness are ultimately at one: what is beautiful is harmonious,
what is harmonious is true, and what is at once true and beautiful is
agreeable and good. The morally virtuous individual lives with the
grace and symmetry of an artefact, so that virtue may be known by its
irresistible aesthetic appeal: ‘For what is there on earth a fairer matter
of speculation, a goodlier view or contemplation, than that of a
beautiful, proportion’d, and becoming action?"? Politics and aesthetics
are deeply intertwined: to love and admire beauty is ‘advantageous to
social affection, and highly assistant to virtue, which is itself no other
than the love of order and beauty in society’.* Truth for this passed-
over Platonist is an artistic apprehension of the world's inner design:
to understand something is to grasp its proportioned place in the
whole, and so is at once cognitive and aesthetic. Knowledge is a
creative intuition which discloses the dynamic forms of Nature, and
has about it a brio and exuberance inseparable from pleasure. Indeed
Nature for Shaftesbury is itself the supreme artefact, brimful with all
possibilities of being; and to know it is to share in both the creativity
and the sublime disinterestedness of its Maker. The root of the idea
of the aesthetic is thus theological: like the work of art, God and his
world are autonomous, autotelic and utterly self-determining. The
aesthetic is a suitably secularized version of the Almighty himself, not
least in its blending of freedom and necessity. Mere libertinism must
be rejected for a freedom based on law, restraint seen as the very basis
of emancipation: in the work of art, as in the world in general, ‘the
truly austere, severe, and regular, restraintive character .
corresponds (not fights or thwarts) with the free, the easy, the secure,
the bold.”

As the grandson of the founder of the Whig party, Shaftesbury is a
firm upholder of civic liberties, and in this sense an elogquent
spokesman for the bourgeois public sphere of eighteenth-century
England. Yet he is also a notable traditionalist, an aristocratic neo-
Platonist fiercely antagonistic to bourgeois utility and self-interest.®
Horrified by a nation of Hobbesian shopkeepers, Shaftesbury speaks
up for the ‘aesthetic’ as its alternative: for an ethics entwined with the
sensuous affections, and for a human nature which is a self-
pleasuring end in itself. In this sense, he is able to furnish bourgeois
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society, from his traditional aristocratic resources, with some rather
more edifving, experiential principle of unity than its political or
economic practice can provide. His philosophy unites the absolute
law of the old school with the subjective freedom of the new,
sensualizing the one while spiritualizing the other. His genially
aristocratic trust that sociality is rooted in the very structure of the
human animal runs counter to the whole of bourgeois practice; yet it
can supply just the felt, intuitive links between individuals that the
middle class urgently needs, unable as it is to derive any such positive
corporate existence from either market place or political state.
Shaftesbury is in this sense a central architect of the new political
hegemony, of justified European renown. Cusped conveniently
between traditionalism and progress, he introduces the bourgeois
public sphere to a rich humanist heritage, aestheticising its social
relations. But he also clings firmly to that absolute rational law which
will prevent such relations from lapsing into mere libertinism or
sentimentalism.

To live ‘aesthetically’ for Shaftesbury is to flourish in the well-
proportioned exercise of one’s powers, conforming to the law of one’s
free personality in the casual, affable, taken-for-granted style of the
stereotypical aristocrat. What the middle class can learmn from this
doctrine is its stress on autonomy and self-determination - its
deconstruction of any too rigid opposition between freedom and
necessity, impulse and law. If the aristocrat gives the law to himself
individually, the bourgeoisie aspires to do so collectively. To this
extent, the middle class inherits the aesthetic as a legacy from its
superiors; but some aspects of it are more usable than others. The
aesthetic as the rich, all-round development of human capacities is
bound to prove something of an embarrassment for a class whose
economic activity leaves it spiritually impoverished and one-sided.
The bourgeoisie can appreciate the aesthetic as self-autonomy, but
much less as wealth of being, realized purely for its own sake. By the
time it has embarked upon its industrial career, its leaden, repressive
Hebraism will seem light years removed from Schiller’s ‘grace’,
Burke’s ‘enjoyment’ or Shaftesbury’s delight in wit and ridicule.
‘Wealth of being’, indeed, will become in the hands of Arnold, Ruskin
and William Morris a powerful criique of middle-class individualism. If
the aesthetic is in part a bequest from nobility to middle class, then, it
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is a divided, ambivalent one — a set of key concepts for the new social
order, but also for the critical tradition which opposes it.

In the ‘moral sense’ philosophers, then, ethics, aesthetics and
politics are drawn harmoniously together. To do good is deeply
enjoyable, a self-justifying function of our nature beyond all crass
utility. The moral sense, as Francis Hutcheson argues, is ‘antecedent
to advantage and interest and is the foundation of them’” Like
Shaftesbury, Hutcheson speaks of virtuous actions as beautiful and
vicious ones as ugly or deformed; for him too, moral intuition is as
swift in its judgements as aesthetic taste. ‘Human society’, writes
Adam Smith in his Theory of Moral Sentiments,

when we contemplate it in a certain abstract and philo-
sophical light, appears like a great, an immense machine,
whose regular and harmonious movements produce a
thousand agreeable effects. As in any other beautiful and
noble machine that was the production of human art,
whatever tended to render its movements more smooth
and easy, would derive a beauty from this effect, and, on
the contrary, whatever tended to obstruct them would
displease on that account: so virtue, which is, as it were,
the fine polish to the wheels of society, necessarily pleases;
while vice, like the vile rust, which makes them jar and
grate upon one another, is as necessarily offensive.®

The whole of social life is aestheticized; and what this signifies is a
social order so spontaneously cohesive that its members no longer
need to think about it. Virtue, the easy habit of goodness, is like art
beyond all mere calculation. A sound political regime is one in which
subjects conduct themselves gracefully — where, as we have seen, the
law is no longer external to individuals but is lived out, with fine
cavalier insouciance, as the very principle of their free identities. Such
an internal appropriation of the law is at once central to the work of
art and to the process of political hegemony. The aesthetic is in this
sense no more than a name for the political unconscious: it is simply
the way social harmony registers itself on our senses, imprints itself
on our sensibilities. The beautiful is just political order lived out on
the body, the way it strikes the eye and stirs the heart. If it is
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inexplicable, beyond all rational debate, it is because our fellowship
with others is likewise beyond all reason, as gloriously pointless as a
poem. The socially disruptive, by contrast, is as instantly offensive as
a foul smell. The unity of social life sustains itself, requiring no
further legitimation, anchored as it is in our most primordial instincts.
Like the work of art, it is immune from all rational analysis, and so
from all rational criticism.

To aestheticize morality and society in this way is in one sense the
mark of a serene confidence. If moral responses are as self-evident as
the taste of sherry, then ideological consensus must run deep indeed.
What more flattering compliment could there be to the rationality of
the social whole than that we apprehend it in the least reflective
aspects of our lives, in the most apparently private, wayward of
sensations? Is there even any need for some cumbersome apparatus of
law and the state, yoking us inorganically together, when in the
genial glow of benevolence we can experience our kinship with
others as immediately as a delectable taste? In another sense, one
might argue, moral sense theory testifies to a bankrupt tendency of
bourgeois ideology, forced to sacrifice the prospect of a rational
totality to an intuitive logic. Unable to found ideological consensus in
its actual social relations, to derive the unity of humankind from the
anarchy of the market place, the ruling order must ground that
consensus instead in the stubborn self-evidence of the gut. We know
there is more to social existence than self-interest, because we feel it.
What cannot be socially demonstrated has to be taken on faith. The
appeal is at once empty and potent: feelings, unlike propositions,
cannot be controverted, and if a social order needs to be rationally
justified then, one might claim, the Fall has already happened. Yet to
found society on intuition is not without its problems, as the critics of
these theorists were quick to see.’

If the moral sense philosophers help to oil the wheels of political
hegemony, they also provide, contradictorily, what can be read as a
discourse of utopian critique. Speaking up from the Gaelic margins
(Hutcheson, Hume, Smith, Ferguson and others), or from a
threatened traditional culture (Shaftesbury), these thinkers denounce
possessive individualism and bourgeois utility, insisting like Smith
that the maladroit workings of reason can never render an object
agreeable or disagreeable to the mind for its own sake. Before we
have even begun to reason, there is already that faculty within us
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which makes us feel the sufferings of others as keenly as a wound,
spurs us to luxuriate in another’s joy with no sense of self-advantage,
stirs us to detest cruelty and oppression like a hideous wound. The
disgust we feel at the sight of tyranny or injustice is as previous to all
rational calculation as the retching occasioned by some noxious food.
The body is anterior to self-interested rationality, and will force its
instinctual approbations and aversions upon our social practice. The
vicious, Shaftesbury considers, must certainly be wretched; for how
could someone violate the very core of his or her compassionate being
and still be happy? The Hobbesian ideology is fatally flawed, and
bound to come to grief: how can any vision survive which flattens all
that makes men and women what they are - their tender delight in
each other’s well-being, their relish for human company as an end in
itself — to this base caricature? If there is no developed language of
political protest against such a travesty, then at least there is
the aesthetic, the very sign and model of disinterestedness. Dis-
interestedness here means indifference not to others’ interests, but to
one’s own. The aesthetic is the enemy of bourgeois egoism: to judge
aesthetically means to bracket as far as possible one’s own petty
prejudices in the name of a common general humanity. It is in the act
of taste above all, David Hume argues in his essay ‘Of the Standard of
Taste’, that ‘considering myself as a man in general, [I must] forget, if
possible, my individual being, and my peculiar circumstances’.'
Aesthetic disinterestedness involves a radical decentring of the
subject, subduing its self-regard to a community of sensibility with
others. It is thus in its vacuously idealist way the image of a generous
new conception of social relations, the enemy of all sinister interests.
Only the imagination, Adam Smith considers, can furnish an
authentic bond between individuals, carrying us beyond the selfish
compass of the senses into mutual solidarity: ‘[our senses] never did,
and never can, carry us beyond our own person, and it is by the
imagination only that we can form any conception of what are (the
other's) sensations’." The imagination is frailer than sense but
stronger than reason: it is the precious key releasing the empiricist
subject from the prison-house of its perceptions. If the access it
allows us to others is poorer than direct bodily experience, it is at least
more immediate than reason, for which the very reality of others is
bound to remain a speculative fiction. To imagine is to have a kind of
image, suspended somewhere between percept and concept, of what
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it feels like to be somebody else; and the moral sense philosophers are
convinced that nothing less than this will ever be ideologically
effective. Shaftesbury, Hutcheson and Hume are deeply sceptical of
the power of mere rational comprehension to move men and women
to politically virtuous action. From this viewpoint, the British
rationalist thinkers emerge as dangerously deluded: purveyors of an
abstract ethics, they wantonly elide the entire medium of senses and
sentiments through which alone such imperatives could take on flesh
in human lives. The aesthetic is in this sense the relay or transmission
mechanism by which theory is converted to practice, the detour taken
by ethical ideology through the feelings and senses so as to reappear
as spontaneous social practice.

If to aestheticize morality is to make it ideologically effective, it is
also to risk leaving it theoretically disarmed. ‘Our ideas of morality, if
this account is right’, complains the rationalist Richard Price, ‘have
the same origin with our ideas of the sensible qualities of bodies, the
harmony of sounds, or the beauties of painting and sculpture . . .
Virtue (as those who embrace this scheme say) is an affair of taste.
Moral right and wrong signify nothing in the objects themselves to which
they are applied, any more than agreeable and harsh; sweet and bitter;
pleasant and painful; but only certain effects in us . . . All our discoveries
and boasted knowledge vanish, and the whole universe is reduced
into a creature of fancy. Every sentiment of every being is equally
just. Price is a militant anti-aesthetician, scandalized by this
rampant subjectivizing of values. The senses and the imagination can
take us nowhere in moral enquiry, but must yield to the understanding.
Is torture wrong merely because we find it distasteful? If the moral,
like the aesthetic, is a quality of our responses to the object, are
actions mere blank texts coloured simply by our sentiments? And
what if those sentiments disagree?

Unable to derive values from facts — which is to say, to ground
moral ideology in bourgeois social practice — the moral sense theorists
turn instead to the notion of value as autotelic. But they do this, so
their opponents claim, at the cost of aestheticizing it away, dissolving
it into the vagaries of subjectivism. In seeking to lodge an objective
ethics more securely in the subject, they end up dissevering the two,
leaving a delicate sensibility confronting a commodified object
stripped of its inherent properties. To be sentimental is to consume
less the object itself than one’s own fine feelings about it. If ideology
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is to work efficiently, it must be pleasurable, intuitive, self-ratifying: in
a word, aesthetic. But this, in a striking paradox, is exactly what
threatens to undermine its objective force. The very move of inserting
ideology more deeply in the subject ends up by subverting itself. To
aestheticize moral value is in one sense to display an enviable
confidence: virtue consists fundamentally in being oneself. Yet it also
betrays a considerable anxiety: virtue had better be its own reward,
since in this sort of society it is unlikely to receive any other. We have
something finer and subtler than the concept to bind us into
mutuality, namely a sentiment which appears every bit as metaphysically
founded as one’s taste in stockings. To appeal to rational foundations,
on the other hand, would seem little more of a solution in a society
where a rational grasp of the whole, granted that it is even possible,
seems to have little influence on actual behaviour. The ruling order is
accordingly caught between a rational ethics which seems ideologically
ineffectual, and an affectively persuasive theory which appears to
rest on nothing more intellectually reputable than what Richard
Price scornfully terms ‘a species of mental taste’,

Shaftesbury’s unity of ethics and aesthetics, virtue and beauty, is
most evident in the concept of manners. Manners for the eighteenth
century signify that meticulous disciplining of the body which
converts morality to style, deconstructing the opposition between the
proper and the pleasurable. In these regulated forms of civilized
conduct, a pervasive aestheticizing of social practices gets under way:
moral imperatives no longer impose themselves with the leaden
weight of some Kantian duty, but infiltrate the very textures of lived
experience as tact or know-how, intuitive good sense or inbred
decorum. If the process of hegemony is to be successful, ethical
ideology must lose its coercive force and reappear as a principle of
spontaneous consensus within social life. The subject itself is
accordingly aestheticized, living with all the instinctual rightness of
the artefact. Like the work of art, the human subject introjects the
codes which govern it as the very source of its free autonomy, and so
comes in Althusserian phrase to work ‘all by itself’, without need of
political constraint."? That ‘lawfulness without a law’ which Kant will
find in the aesthetic representation is first of all a matter of the social
Lebenswelt, which seems to work with all the rigorous encodement of a
rational law, but where such a law is never quite abstractable from the
concretely particular conduct which instantiates it.
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The middle class has won certain historic victories within political
society, by dint of long struggle; but the problem with such struggles
is that, in rendering the Law perceptible as a discourse, they threaten
to denaturalize it. Once the law of authority is objectified through
political conflict, it becomes itself a possible object of contestation.
Legal, political and economic transformations must therefore be
translated into new forms of unthinking social practice, which in a
kind of creative repression or amnesia can come to forget the very
conventions they obey. It is thus that Hegel writes in the Phenomenology
of Spirit, with a sardonic eye on subjectivism, of ‘the blessed unity of
the law with the heart’." Structures of power must become structures
of feeling; and the aesthetic is a vital mediation in this shift from
property to propriety. Shaftesbury, comments Emst Cassirer, requires a
theory of beauty ‘in order to answer the question of the true
fashioning of character, of the law governing the structure of the
inward personal world’."* ‘Manners’, writes Edmund Burke,

are more important than laws. Upon them, in a great
measure, the laws depend. The law touches us but here
and there, and now and then. Manners are what vex and
soothe, corrupt or purify, exalt or debase, barbarise or
refine us . . . They give their whole form and colour to our
lives. According to their quality, they add morals, they
supply them, or they totally destroy them.®

We encounter the law, if we are lucky, only sporadically, as an
unpleasantly coercive power; but in the aesthetics of social conduct,
or ‘culture’ as it would later be called, the law is always with us, as the
very unconscious structure of our life. If politics and aesthetics, virtue
and beauty, are deeply at one, it is because pleasurable conduct is the
true index of successful hegemony. A graceless virtue is thus
something of a contradiction in terms, since virtue is that cultivation
of the instinctive habit of goodness of which social fluency is the
outward expression. The maladroit or aesthetically disproportioned
thus signals in its modest way a certain crisis of political power.

If the aesthetic comes in the eighteenth century to assume the
significance it does, it is because the word is shorthand for a whole
project of hegemony, the massive introjection of abstract reason by
the life of the senses. What matters is not in the first place art, but this
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process of refashioning the human subject from the inside, informing
its subtlest affections and bodily responses with this law which is not a
law. It would thus ideally be as inconceivable for the subject to violate
the injunctions of power as it would be to find a putrid odour
enchanting. The understanding knows well enough that we live in
conformity to impersonal laws; but in the aesthetic it is as though we
can forget about all that - as though it is we who freely fashion the
laws to which we subject ourselves. Human nature, writes Spinoza in
his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, ‘will not submit to unlimited
coercion’, and the law must be accordingly framed to accommodate
the interests and desires of those over whom it holds sway."

The moment when moral actions can be classified chiefly as
‘agreeable’ or ‘disagreeable’, when these aesthetic terms will do
service for more complex distinctions, marks a certain mature point of
evolution in the history of a social class. Once the dust and heat of its
struggles for political power have subsided, moral questions which
were at that time necessarily cast in stridently absolutist terms may
now be allowed to crystallize into routine response. Once new ethical
habits have been installed and naturalized, the sheer quick feel or
impression of an object will be enough for sure judgement, short-
circuiting discursive contention and thus mystifying the rules which
regulate it. If aesthetic judgement is every bit as coercive as the most
barbarous law - for there is a right and a wrong to taste quite as
absolute as the death sentence - this is not at all the way it feels. The
social order has grown beyond the point where it was at every moment
the subject of apocalyptic debate, and its rulers can now settle down
to enjoying the fruits of their labour, shifting from polemic to
pleasure. ‘It has been the misfortune . . . of this age’, Burke writes in
The French Revolution, ‘that everything is to be discussed, as if the
constitution of our country were to be always a subject rather of
altercation, than enjoyment.”"® The most glorious work of art is the
English Constitution itself, unformalizable yet ineluctable. Puritan
utility will yield ground to an aestheticism of power only when society
is redefined as an artefact, having no instrumental purpose beyond
our self-delight. It is then that the strenuous habits of philosophy will
give place to wit, that genteel act of jouissance in which a thought lives
and dies in a single ludic moment. If one wished to name the most
important cultural instrument of this hegemony in the nineteenth
century, one which never ceases to grasp universal reason in
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concretely particular style, uniting within itself an economy of abstract
form with the effect of lived experience, one might do worse than
name the realist novel. As Franco Moretti has written:

It is not enough that the social order is ‘legal’; it must also
appear symbolically legitimate . . . It is also necessary that, as
a ‘free individual’, not as a fearful subject but as a
convinced citizen, one perceives the social norms as one’s
omwn. One must internalise them and fuse external com-
pulsion and internal impulse into a new unit until the
former is no longer distinguishable from the latter. This
fusion is what we usually call ‘consent’ or ‘legitimation’. If
the Bildungsroman appears to us still today as an essential,
pivotal point of our history, this is because it has succeeded
in representing this fusion with a force of conviction and
optimistic clarity that will never be equalled again."

The growing aestheticization of social life, then, represents a major
hegemonic advance on the part of the governing bloc. But it is not, as
we have seen, without its attendant dangers. Richard Price once
more, in his Review of Morals: ‘But what can be more evident, than
that right and pleasure, wrong and pain, are as different as a cause and
its effect; what is understood, and what is felt; absolute truth, and its
agreeableness to the mind?"™ Price is well aware of the perils of this
subjectivizing current, as is his more celebrated namesake Fanny
Price, heroine of Mansfield Park. To uphold moral standards in a
dissolute social order, Fanny must to some degree sacrifice the
aesthetically agreeable in her Kantian devotion to duty, which then
renders the moral law visible in all its unlovely imperiousness. That
this gesture is at once admirable and, from an ideal standpoint,
something of a regrettable necessity is the sign of an ideological
dilemma. In one sense, nothing could strengthen power more than its
diffusion through the unconscious textures of everyday life. Yet in
another sense this diffusion threatens fatally to undermine it,
debasing its diktats to the level of enjoying an apple. ‘Sensibility’
seems at once the surest foundation, and no foundation at all.

But there is another danger too, which is quite as potentially
harmful. German aesthetics was born as a kind of supplement to pure
reason; but we have learned from Jacques Derrida that it is in the
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manner of such lowly supplements to end up supplanting what they
are meant to subserve.”’ What if it were the case that not only
morality, but cognition itself, was ‘aesthetic’? That sensation and
intuition, far from figuring as its opposites, were in fact its very basis?
The name for this alarming claim in Britain is David Hume, who not
content with reducing morality to mere sentiment, threatens also to
reduce knowledge to fictional hypothesis, belief to an intense feeling,
the continuity of the self to a fiction, causality to an imaginative
construct and history to a kind of text.?? Indeed Norman Kemp Smith
holds that Hume’s originality lies precisely in his inverting of the
traditional priorities of reason and feeling, seeing Francis Hutcheson
as the primary influence on his thought.” Hume brackets ‘morals and
criticism’ together in the Introduction to his Treatise of Human
Nature, and holds that morality ‘consists not in any matter of fact,
which can be discovered by the understanding . . . when you
pronounce any action or character to be vicious, you mean nothing,
but that from the constitution of your nature you have a feeling or
sentiment of blame from the contemplation of it’.?* Like other moral
sense theorists, Hume argues in his Enguiry Concerning the Principles of
Morals that ‘virtue is an end, and is desirable on its own account,
without fee and reward, merely for the immediate satisfaction which it
conveys’.?

If Hume lends his support to the aestheticization of ethics, he also
extends the gesture to the understanding. Probable reason, he claims
in the Treatise, is nothing but a species of sentiment’ (103), and belief
is no more than ‘a more vivid and intense conception of any idea’
(120), ‘more properly an act of the sensitive, than of the cogitative
part of our natures’ (183). All reasonings, he maintains, ‘are nothing
but the effect of custom; and custom has no influence, but by
inlivening the imagination, and giving us a strong conception of any
object’ (149). It follows for the Enguiry that ‘Custom, then, is the
great guide of human life’ (44), a case whose implications for political
hegemony Edmund Burke will not be slow to seize on. Causality, in
perhaps the most notorious of all Hume’s doctrines, is radically
subjectivized: it resides less in objects themselves than ‘in the
determination of the mind to pass from one to the other’ (166), an
impulse entirely conditioned by imaginative expectation. Continuous
identity, somewhat similarly, is a quality which we artribute to things,
a bond we feel rather than perceive. Hume speaks in a revealing
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aesthetic image of the mind as ‘a kind of theatre, where several
perceptions successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide
away, and mingle in an infinite variety of postures and situations’
(253).

The imagination, indeed, is for Hume ‘the ultimate judge of all
systems of philosophy’ (255). Lest this appear too fragile a basis on
which to erect a theory, he instantly distinguishes between those
imaginative principles which are ‘permanent, irresistable [sic], and
universal’, and those which are ‘changeable, weak, and irregular’
(225). In the extraordinary Conclusion to the first book of the Treatise,
however, we observe the poignant spectacle of this distinction
crumbling away to nothing in his hands. Having laid out his system
with aplomb, Hume breaks down before our eyes, turning helplessly
to the reader in an access of anxiety. He feels himself to be ‘some
strange uncouth monster’, expelled from all human society and ‘left
utterly abandon’d and disconsolate’ (264). What possible foundation,
he asks himself, does he have for these scandalous assertions, which
would seem to shake rational enquiry to its very roots? If belief is no
more than a vivacious sort of feeling, must not his belief that this is
the case be no more than this too, boomeranging pointlessly on itself?
‘After the most accurate and exact of my reasonings’, he confesses, ‘I
can give no reason why [ should assent to [this view]; and feel nothing
but a strong propensity to consider objects strongly in that view, under
which they appear to me’ (265). There can be no appeal beyond
experience and habit, which stimulate the imagination; and it is on
these slender supports that all assent, and hence all social consensus,
is based. “The memory, senses, and understanding, are, therefore, all
of them founded on the imagination, or the vivacity of our ideas’
(265). In an intended addition to the Treatise, Hume acknowledges
how completely this ‘vivacity’ slips through the conceptual net in the
effort to distinguish between beliefs and fictions: ‘when 1 would
explain this manner, 1 scarce find any word that fully answers the case,
but am oblig'd to have recourse to every one’s feeling, in order to give
him a perfect notion of this operation of the mind. An idea assented to
Jfeels different from a fictitious idea, that the fancy alone presents to us
...’ (629). The imagination, source of all knowledge, is, so Hume
tells us, an ‘inconsistent and fallacious’ principle (265), which is why
philosophy tends to come unstuck; two pages later, having just
reduced reason to imagination, he protests that ‘Nothing is more
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dangerous to reason than the flights of the imagination, and nothing
has been the occasion of more mistakes among philosophers’ (267).
The very principle of reason, in short, would seem the subversion of
it. The clue to this apparent inconsistency lies in a distinction
between wilder and more reliable forms of imagining: we must reject
‘all the trivial suggestions of the fancy, and adhere to the understanding,

that is, to the more general and more established properties of the
imagination’ (267). What will rescue us from the imagination is
reason, which is just another version of it; the imagination must be
rejected for — the imagination.

This deconstruction is then in turn deconstructed. The under-
standing, when it acts alone, ‘entirely subverts itself”: it consists
in nothing more than a dizzying infinite regress, in which we check
the probability of our assertions, then check our checking and then
check that, at each stage moving further away from the original
evidence and introducing fresh uncertainties. What can arrest this
abysmal plunge into scepticism is, of all things, the imagination,
which in the form of customary sentiment induces us to view ‘certain
objects in a stronger and fuller light, upon account of their customary
connexion with a present impression’ (183). What we feel of the
certainty of the near, in other words, countervails the infinite regress
of understanding; it is beneficial that our beliefs are based on feeling,
on some ‘sensation or peculiar manner of conception’ (184), for if
they were not there would be nothing to stop reason spiralling
ceaselessly down its own indeterminacies, one doubt doubting
another to infinity. However, in so far as this clinging to the near
which arrests reason’s self-destruction is itself a ‘singular and
seemingly trivial property of the fancy’ (268), it belongs to exactly the
kind of inferior imagination which Hume has just told us constitutes
the chief threat to reason.

Either, then, we may dismiss all elaborate processes of reasoning
out of hand, adhering to what feels closest and surest; or we may
cling, whatever its perils, to a sophisticated rationality. The former
option is not only unpleasantly drastic, cutting us off at a stroke from
all science and philosophy, but self-contradictory, since it is only by
an eclaborate process of reasoning that we arrive at it. If we stay
faithful to reason, however, we land up with the self-undoing
cognitions of the sceptic, and so might as well not have bothered. ‘We
have, therefore,” Hume remarks gloomily, ‘no choice left but betwixt a
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false reason and none at all’ (268). His solution to the dilemma is, in
effect, to forget about it, since the problem is itself an instance of
highly refined reasoning, and ‘Very refined reflections have littdle or
no influence upon us’ (268). Practical people do well not to become
engrossed by such metaphysical questions — though we can hardly
formulate this as a universal imperative, since this is precisely part of
what is in doubt. Hume's solution, in brief, is a carefully cultivated
false consciousness, which consigns the whole vexed affair to
comfortable oblivion: he goes off to play backgammon and make
merry with his friends, and will later find his own speculations so
ridiculous that he has no heart to pursue them further. Rather like
some contemporary sceptics in the field of literary theory, one
continues to catch trains and rear one’s children, cook food and lace
one’s boots, in cavalier disregard of one’s theoretical doubts about the
ontological solidity of all this. Theory and practice, far from being
mutually supportive, are entirely at odds, so that for Hume only some
form of Nietzschean amnesia would seem to hold society together. It
is a sobering thought, however, that society survives only by dint of
intellectual suicide, and Hume is understandably rattled by his own
defensive strategy. Customary practice no longer mediates absolute
norms, but actually substitutes itself for them. Practices must provide
their own rationales, and theory, far from securing them, now actively
disables them. If intuition persuades you that there is truth, theory
informs you that there is just intuition. In an ironic reversal, society
itself, which works by custom and blind sentiment in the manner of
Nietzsche’s healing Apollonian illusions, assumes that there is
somewhere some solid ground for its conduct, which philosophy can
supply; philosophy, supposed to demonstrate such grounds, brutally
whittles them away to custom and sentiment. Paradoxically, the
philosapher is an anti-social monstrosity precisely because he reduces
ideas to social practices ~ because his thought imitates how society
actually is. Society itself, by contrast, is remorselessly metaphysical,
gullibly convinced that its opinions have some unimpeachable basis.
The layperson in fact lives by habit but trusts that there is more to the
world than this; the philosopher faithfully reflects the pragmatic truth
of this condition, and so becomes an outcast from it. He is a monster
not because he comes bearing some outlandish message from beyond
the social pale, but because he arrives hotfoot with the rather more
disturbing news that the habits of human nature are all there is. The
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hairy prophet howling in the wilderness is the one who discloses the
dreadful secret that backgammon is more or less what it comes down
to. The sole lame justification Hume can then find for philosophy is
that it is relatively toothless ~ less socially disruptive, for example,
than religious superstition. If the metaphysical is a natural possibility
of the mind, if humanity cannot rest content with its narrow circuit of
sense impressions, then better for it to fantasize in the ‘mild and
moderate’ style we term philosophy, than to cook up dangerously
fanatical schemes. Philosophy may be somewhat absurd, but at least it
is unlikely to topple the state.

We seem, then, to have traced a kind of circle. Reason, having spun
off with Baumgarten the subaltern discourse of aesthetics, now
appears to have been swallowed up by it. The rational and the
sensuous, far from reproducing one another's inner structure, have
ended up wholly at odds. ‘Thus there is’, Hume comments in the
Treatise, ‘a direct and total opposition betwixt our reason and our
senses’ (231). Striving to incarnate themselves in daily practice,
rational ordinances are now at risk of being reduced to it. Reason
secks in the aesthetic to encompass the experiential; but what, to
paraphrase Nietzsche, if experience were a woman? What if it were
that elusive thing that plays fast and loose with the concept? At once
intimate and unreliable, precious and precarious, experience would
seem to have all the duplicity of the eternal female. It is this
treacherous terrain that Baumgarten must subject to reason. The
British moral sense thinkers follow a more liberal path: the feminine,
in the form of pure intuition, is a surer guide to moral truth than the
masculine cult of calculative reason. But such intuitions do not hang
in the air: they are the inscription within us of a providential logic too
sublime for rational decipherment. The feminine is thus no more
than a passage or mode of access to the masculine regime of Reason,
whose sway, whatever the alarmed protests of rationalists like Price,
remains largely unchallenged in most moral sense philosophy. It will
not prove very hard, however, to kick away this providential platform
altogether; and this in effect is what happens in Hume, who has little
patience with the metaphysical baggage tied to the moral sense by
some of his colleagues. Hume takes over something of Francis
Hutcheson’s ethics but strips that case of its strongly providential
cast, substituting for this the harder-headed idea of social utility. The
experience of beauty for Hume is a kind of sympathy arising from
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reflected utility: the aesthetically appealing object pleases by virtue of
its uses to the species as a whole. His essay ‘Of the Standard of Taste’
suggests just how unstable such aesthetic criteria are: ‘the sentiments
of men’, he writes, ‘often differ with regard to beauty and
deformity’,** and though he is insistent that there are indeed universal
standards of taste, it is not easy for him to say where they are to be
found. Some aesthetic conflicts, the essay ends by acknowledging, are
simply irresolvable, ‘and we seek in vain for a standard, by which we
can reconcile the contrary sentiments’.” Indeed Hume seeks in vain
for a sure standard in anything. Knowledge, belief, ethics: all these
have now been remorselessly ‘feminized’, converted one by one to
feeling, imagination, intuition.

Not only these, indeed, but the whole material foundation of the
bourgeois social order. Hume finds no metaphysical sanction
underpinning private property, which depends like everything else on
the imagination. Our relentlessly metonymic minds simply find it
natural to make a permanent state of affairs out of somebody’s
possessing something at a particular time. We also tend to make a
natural imaginative connection between objects we own and others
contiguous to them, like the work of our slaves or the fruits of our
garden, which we therefore feel we can claim as well. (Since the
imagination passes more easily from small to great rather than vice
versa, it might seem more logical for a small proprietor to annex a
larger contiguous object rather than the other way round; so Hume
has to engage in a deft piece of philosophical footwork to justify, for
example, the British possession of Ireland.) If all of this naturalizes
possessive individualism, it also scandalously demystifies all talk of
metaphysical rights. There is no inherent reason why my property
should not be yours tomorrow, were it not for that imaginative inertia
which makes it easier to associate it with me. Since the idea of my
constant possession of a thing is imaginatively closer to my actual
possession of it than than is the notion of your ownership of it, the
indolence of the imagination tends conveniently to confirm my
possession in perpetuity. Hume, in other words, is fully conscious of
the fictional nature of the bourgeois economy, blandly proclaiming
that property ‘is not any thing real in the objects, but is the offspring
of the sentiments . . .’ (509). The whole of bourgeois society is based
on metaphor, metonymy, imaginary correspondence:
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The same love of order and uniformity, which arranges the
books in a library, and the chairs in a parlour, contributes
to the formation of society, and to the well-being of
mankind, by modifying the general rule concerning the
stability of possession. As property forms a relation betwixt
a person and an object, ’tis natural to found it on some
preceding relation; and as property is nothing but a
constant possession, secur’d by the laws of society, ’tis
natural to add it to the present possession which is a
relation that resembles it. (504—5n)

What guarantees the property rights of the middle class is less the
law of economics than the instinctual economizing of the mind.

If imagination is in this way the unstable foundation of civil society,
it is, curiously enough, a lack of imagination which forms the basis of
the political state. Since individuals are governed largely by self-
interest, their imaginative sympathy with what lies beyond this narrow
circuit tends to be feeble; so that though they all share an interest in
maintaining social justice, it is one they are likely to feel only dimly.
Objects close to us strike us with more imaginative force than those
more distant; and the state is a regulative mechanism which
compensates for this parochial deficiency, composed as it is of
individuals who have a direct interest in ensuring the observance of
justice. Politics springs from a failure of imagination; civil society is
anchored in it; and so also is the realm of moral or interpersonal
relations. Pity and compassion, the very ground of our social
solidarity, involve an imaginative empathy with others, for Hume as
much as for Adam Smith. ‘All human creatures are related to us by
resemblance. Their persons, therefore, their interests, their passions,
their pains and pleasures must strike upon us in a lively manner, and
produce an emotion similar to the original one; since a lively idea is
easily converted into an impression’ (369). Relations with others
involve a kind of inner artistic miming of their inward condition, a set
of imaginary correspondences; and Hume illustrates his point with an
aesthetic image, that of the sympathy for suffering we experience
when watching tragic drama.

Society, then, is based on a faculty which in its ‘proper’ functioning
ensures stability and continuity, but which as Hume recognizes
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carries within it the permanent structural possibility of prejudice and
extravagant fantasy. The principle of social cohesion is thus at the
same time a source of potential anarchy. If this ‘feminine’ aestheticizing
is alarming, however, it has a ‘masculine’ counterpart which is equally
problematic. Like Joseph Butler or Immanuel Kant, one can appeal
away from sentiment to a moral duty which has no direct relation to
human pleasure or happiness. But this is to replace one kind of
‘aesthetic’ morality with a different kind: it leaves morality, like the
artefact, self-grounding and self-determining, a lofty end in itself
beyond all utility. Womanly feeling is thus ousted by the phallic
absolutism of conscience and the inner light. In neither case can
moral values be derived from concrete social relations: either they
must be validated by instinct, or they must validate themselves.

It is not surprising, given what is at stake in these debates, that
Edmund Burke should begin his work on the sublime and the
beautiful by seeking to defend the possibility of a science of taste. If
beauty is merely relative, then the bonds which leash society together
are in danger of loosening. Beauty for Burke is not just a question of
art:

I call beauty a social quality; for when men and women,
and not only they, but when other animals give us a sense
of joy and pleasure in beholding them (and there are many
that do so), they inspire us with sentiments of tenderness
and affection towards their persons; we like to have them
near us, and we enter willingly into a kind of relation with
them, unless we should have strong reasons to the

contrary.?®

Burke is quite confident that such taste is uniform and universal: ‘I
never remember that anything beautiful, whether a man, a beast, a
bird, or a plant, was ever shown, though it were to a hundred people,
that they did not all immediately agree that it was beautiful . . .” (70).
If aesthetic judgement is unstable, then so must be the social
sympathies founded on it, and with them the whole fabric of political
life. Uniformity of taste for Burke must be dependent on a uniformity
of the senses themselves; but he is realistic enough to recognize that
the senses are actually variable, and aesthetic responses accordingly
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divergent. Burke’s political conservatism is thus to some degree at
odds with his empiricist psychology. These discrepancies of response,
however, can be laid at the door of individuals themselves, rather than
of taste itself, which remains self-identical throughout its manifold
irregular expressions. ‘Whilst we consider taste merely according to
its nature and species, we shall find its principles entirely uniform;
but the degree in which these principles prevail, in the several
individuals of mankind, is altogether as different as the principles
themselves are similar’ (78). It is as though human size is absolutely
unalterable, even though individuals happen to be of different
heights.

What knits society together for Burke, as with Hume, is the
aesthetic phenomenon of mimesis, which is 2 matter more of custom
than of law: ‘It is by imitation, far more than by precept, that we learn
everything; and what we learn thus, we acquire not only more
effectually, but more pleasantly. This forms our manners, our
opinions, our lives. It is one of the strongest links of society; it is a
species of mutual compliance, which all men yield to each other
without constraint to themselves, and which is extremely flattering to
all’ (101). Laws or precepts are simply derivatives of what is first
nurtured through customary practice, and coercion is thus secondary
to consent. We become human subjects by pleasurably imitating
practical forms of social life, and in the enjoyment of this lies the
relation which binds us hegemonically to the whole. To mime is to
submit to a law, but one so gratifying that freedom lies in such
servitude. Such consensuality is less an artificial social contract,
laboriously wrought and maintained, than a kind of spontaneous
metaphor or perpetual forging of resemblances. The only problem is
where all this imitating ends: social life for Burke would appear a kind
of infinite chain of representations of representations, without ground
or origin. If we do as others do, who do the same, then all of these
copies would seem to lack a transcendental original, and society is
shattered to a wilderness of mirrors.

This ceaseless mutual mirroring has about it something of the
stasis of the imaginary, and if taken too literally would spell the death
of difference and history. ‘Although imitation is one of the great
instruments used by Providence in bringing our nature towards its
perfection, yet if men gave themselves up to imitation entirely, and
each followed the other, and so on in an eternal circle, it is easy to see
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that there could never be any improvement amongst them’ (102). The
very conditions which guarantee social order also paralyse it: sunk in
this narcissistic closure, men of affairs grow effete and enervated,
sympathy becomes cloying and incestuous, and beauty sinks to a by-
word for stagnation. Some countervailing energy is therefore
necessary, which Burke discovers in the virile strenuousness of the
sublime. ‘To prevent this [complacency], God has planted in man a
sense of ambition, and a satisfaction arising from the contemplation
of his excelling his fellows in something deemed valuable amongst
them’ (102). The sublime is on the side of enterprise, rivalry and
individuation: it is a phallic ‘swelling’ arising from our confrontation
of danger, although a danger we encounter figuratively, vicariously, in
the pleasurable knowledge that we cannot actually be harmed. In this
sense, the sublime is a suitably defused, aestheticized version of the
values of the anden régime. It is as though those traditionalist patrician
virtues of daring, reverence and free-booting ambition must be at
once cancelled and preserved within middle-class life. As actual
qualities, they must be outlawed by a state devoted to domestic peace;
but to avoid spiritual emasculation they must still be fostered within it
in the displaced form of aesthetic experience. The sublime is an
imaginary compensation for all the uproarious old upper-class
violence, tragedy repeated as comedy. It is beauty’s point of inner
fracture, a negation of settled order without which any order would
grow inert and wither. The sublime is the anti-social condition of all
sociality, the infinitely unrepresentable which spurs us on to yet finer
representations, the lawless masculine force which violates yet
perpetually renews the feminine enclosure of beauty. Its social
connotations are interestingly contradictory: in one sense the memory
trace of an historically surpassed barbarism, it also has something of
the challenge of mercantile enterprise to a too-clubbable aristocratic
indolence. Within the figure of the sublime, warring barons and busy
speculators merge to prod society out of its specular smugness.
These, it may be noted, are the political thoughts of a man who as a
child attended a hedge school in County Cork.

As a kind of terror, the sublime crushes us into admiring
submission; it thus resembles a coercive rather than a tonsensual
power, engaging our respect but not, as with beauty, our love: ‘we
submit to what we admire, but we love what submits to us; in one case
we are forced, in the other flattered, into compliance’ (161). The
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distinction between the beautiful and the sublime, then, is that
between woman and man; but it is also the difference between what
Louis Althusser had called the ideological and the repressive state
apparatuses.” For Althusser, the repressive institutions of society
would seem to be purely negative; it is in ideology alone that we are
constructed as subjects. For Burke, a more subtle political theorist in
this respect, this opposition can be to some extent deconstructed. The
sublime may terrorize us into cowed submission, but since we are all
constitutional masochists who delight in being humiliated, this
coerciveness contains the pleasures of the consensual as well as the
pains of constraint. ‘Sensations of a pleasurable nature have nothing
inherently impelling about them’, writes Sigmund Freud in The Ego
and the Id, “whereas unpleasurable ones have it in the highest degree.
The latter impel towards change, towards discharge, and that is why
we interpret unpleasure as implying a heightening and pleasure as a
lowering of energetic cathexis.”*® Conversely, the beauty which wins
our free consent, and beguiles us like a woman, is based nevertheless
on a kind of cunningly dissimulated law.

Burke confesses that he can see no way of uniting these two
registers, which clearly poses a political problem. The dilemma is that
the authority we love we do not respect, and the one we respect we do
not love. “The authority of a father, so useful to our well-being, and so
justly venerable upon all accounts, hinders us from having that entire
love for him that we have for our mothers, where the parental
authority is almost melted down into the mother’s fondness and
indulgence’ (159). The political paradox is plain: only love will truly
win us to the law, but this love will erode the law to nothing. A law
attractive enough to engage our intimate affections, and so hegem-
onically effective, will tend to inspire in us a benign contempt. On the
other hand, a power which rouses our filial fear, and hence our
submissive obedience, is likely to alienate our affections and so spur
usmOequalresmunem. Casting around desperately for a reconciling
image, Burke offers us, of all things, the figure of the grandfather,
whose male authority is enfeebled by age into a ‘feminine partiality’.
Mary Wollstonecraft is quick to assail the sexism of Burke’s argument
in her Vindication of the Rights of Men. His distinction between love
and respect, she points out, aestheticizes women in ways which
remove them from the sphere of morality. “The affection [women]
excite, to be uniform and perfect, should not be tinctured with the
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respect which the moral virtues inspire, lest pain should be blended
with pleasure, and admiration disturb the soft intimacy of love.™
“This laxity of morals in the female’, Wollstonecraft continues, ‘is
certainly more captivating to a libertine imagination than the cold
arguments of reason, that give no sex to virtue. But should experience
prove that there is a beauty in virtue, a charm in order, which
necessarily implies exertion, a depraved sensual taste may give way to
a more manly one — and melting feelings to rational satisfactions.”?
For Wollstonecraft, Burke is a kind of aesthete who divorces beauty
(woman) from moral truth (man); against this, she argues at once that
virtue is sexless and that it involves a manly taste. We shall see,
however, that Burke is not so much an aesthete as an aestheticizer,
which makes a significant difference.

Authority, then, lives in a kind of ceaseless self-undoing, as
coercion and consent reinforce yet undermine one another. An
enervate beauty must be regularly shattered by a sublime whose
terrors must in turn be quickly defused, in a constant rhythm of
erection and detumescence. At the heart of power lies the oxymoron
‘free bondage’, of which the aesthetic is a vital symbol. The greater
the freedom the deeper the bondage; but the more, by the same
token, spontaneity can get out of hand. The more the human subject
works ‘all by itself’, the better — and the worse —~ for authority. If
freedom transgresses the submission which is its very condition, the
repressiveness of the sublime can be invoked; but this ultimate
efficacy of power is also its potential downfall, breeding as well as
subduing rebellion. Power is thus a kind of riddle, of which the
mystery of the aesthetic, with its impossibly lawless lawfulness, is an
apt sign.

The aesthetic experience of the sublime is confined to the
cultivated few; and there would thus seem the need for a kind of poor
person’s version of it. Religion is of course one obvious such
candidate; but Burke also proposes another, which is, surprisingly
enough, the lowly activity of labour. Like the sublime, labour is a
masochistic affair, since we find work at once painful in its exertion
yet pleasurable in its arousal of energy. ‘As common labour, which is a
mode of pain, is the exercise of the grosser, a model of terror is the
exercise of the finer parts of the system’ (181). The sublime, with its
‘delightful horror’, is the rich man’s labour, invigorating an otherwise
dangerously complacent ruling class. If that class cannot know the
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uncertain pleasures of loading a ship, it can gaze instead at one tossed
on the turbulent ocean. Providence has so arranged matters that a
state of rest becomes soon obnoxious, breeding melancholy and
despair; we are thus naturally driven to work, reaping cn]oymcnt from
its surmounting of difficulties. Labour involves a gratifying coerciveness,
and is thus an aesthetic experience all in itself, at least for those who
theorize about it. Both material production and political life, base and
superstructure, display a unity of force and fulfilment. Hegemony is
not only a matter of the political state, but is installed within the
labour process itself. Our wrestling with Nature’s recalcitrance is
itself a kind of socialized sublime; and this agreeableness of labour is
even more gratifying to those who profit from it.

What the aesthetic in Burke sets its face most firmly against is the
notion of natural rights. It is precisely that drily theoretic discource, a
revolutionary one in his day, that the appeal to the intimate habits of
the body is out to worst. The essay on the beautiful and the sublime is
a subtle phenomenology of the senses, a mapping of the body’s
delicacies and disgusts: Burke is fascinated by what happens when we
hear low vibrations or stroke smooth surfaces, by the dilation of the
eye’s pupil in darkness or the feel of a slight tap on the shoulder. He
is much preoccupied with sweet smells and violent startings from
sleep, with the vibratory power of salt and the question of whether
proportion is the source of beauty in vegetables. All of this strange
homespun psycho-physiology is a kind of politics, willing to credit no
theoretical notion which cannot somehow be traced to the muscular
structure of the eye or the texture of the fingerpads. If there are
indeed metaphysical rights, then they enter this dense somatic space
as dispersed and non-identical: like ‘rays of light which pierce into a
dense medium’, Burke argues in Reflections on the French Revolution,
such rights are ‘by the laws of nature, refracted from their straight
line’, enduring ‘such a variety of refractions and reflections, that it
becomes absurd to talk of them as if they continued in the simplicity
of their original direction’.?* What is natural about such rights is their
deviance or aberrancy; their self-disseminatory power is part of their
very essence. When Burke adds that ‘the nature of man is intricate;
the objects of society are of the greatest possible complexity’, he
speaks, in the original sense of the term, as an aesthetician.

It is not that Burke rejects all concept of the rights of man. It is less
that such rights do not exist than that they are incapable of definition.
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“The rights of man are in a sort of middle, incapable of definition, but
not impossible to be discerned.”** They are, in short, just like the laws
of the artefact, indubitably present yet impossible to abstract from
their particular incarnations. Tradition, for Burke, is equally a kind of
lawfulness without law. The true danger of the revolutionaries is that
as fanatical anti-aestheticians they offer to reduce hegemony to naked
power. They are Protestant extremists who would believe insanely
that men and women could look on this terrible law in all its
nakedness and still live, who would strip from it every decent
mediation and consoling illusion, break every representational icon
and extirpate every pious practice, thus leaving the wretched citizen
helpless and vulnerable before the full sadistic blast of authority.
Angered by this iconoclasm, Burke speaks up instead for what
Gramsci will later term ‘hegemony’:

But now all is to be changed. All the pleasing illusions,
which made power gentle and obedience liberal, which
harmonised assimilation, incorporated into politics the
sentiments which beautify and soften private society, are to
be dissolved by this new conquering empire of light and
reason. All the decent drapery of life is to be rudely torn
off. All the superadded ideas, furnished from the wardrobe
of a moral imagination, which the heart owns, and the
understanding ratifies, as necessary to cover the defect of
our naked, shivering nature, and to raise it to dignity in our
own estimation, are to be exploded as a ridiculous, absurd,
and antiquated fashion.*

With the executed Marie Antoinette in mind, Burke goes on to
denounce revolutionary discourtesy to women: ‘All homage paid to
the sex in general as such, and without distinct views, is to be
regarded as romance and folly.” The law is male, but hegemony is a
woman,; this transvestite law, which decks itself out in female drapery,
is in danger of having its phallus exposed. Power is ceasing to be
aestheticized: what grapples individuals to it on this radical view is
less their affections than the gallows. The whole crucial middle
region of social life between state and economy, the rich tapestry of
customs which transmute laws to feelings, is being disastrously
abandoned.
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These public sentiments, combined with manners, are
required sometimes as supplements, sometimes as cor-
rectives, always as aids to law. The precept given by a wise
man, as well as a great critic, for the construction of poems,
is equally true as to states: Non satis est pulchra esse poemata,
dulcia sunto. There ought to be a system of manners in
every nation, which a well-formed mind would be disposed
to relish. To make us love our country, our country ought
to be lovely.*

Woman, the aesthetic and political hegemony are now in effect
Synonymous.

We can return in the light of this to the quarrel between Burke and
Mary Wollstonecraft. It is not quite true, as Wollstonecraft suggests,
that Burke is an aesthete concerned to divorce beauty from moral
truth. On the contrary, he wishes to aestheticize such truth, in order to
render it securely hegemonic. Woman, or beauty, thus becomes a
kind of mediation of man; but what Wollstonecraft rightly sees is that
this process does not operate in reverse. Beauty must be included
within the sublimity of the masculine law, in order to soften its
rigours, but moral sublimity is not to be included within the
beautiful. Women are indeed in this sense excluded from the domain
of truth and morality. Burke deconstructs the opposition between
beauty and truth, but only partially and unilaterally. Beauty is
necessary for power, but does not itself contain it; authority has need
of the very femininity it places beyond its bounds.

Burke’s plea for the aesthetic is not to be mistaken for some errant
subjectivism. Though he believes strongly in an intuitive response
antecedent to reason, he is stern on what he takes to be a pernicious
aestheticizing of moral value, and fulminates in his essay on aesthetics
against ‘an infinite deal of whimsical theory’ which has ‘misled us
both in the theory of taste and of morals’ (159). We must not be
induced by these fanciful flights to ‘remove the science of our duties
from their proper basis (our reason, our relations, and our necessities)
to rest it upon foundations altogether visionary and unsubstantial’
(159). When it comes to moral ideology, Burke is quite as absolute
and objectivist as any rationalist: it is just that, like the moral sense
theorists, he cannot believe that any power not appropriated by
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experience, lived on the body, will move men and women to their
proper civic duties. But Shaftesbury, as we have seen, was a strong
moral realist too, holding that virtue resides in the nature of things
rather than in custom, fancy or will. The moral relativism which
others feared in him was exactly what he himself denounced in the
work of his tutor John Locke, who ‘struck at all fundamentals, threw
all order and virtue out of the world and made the very ideas of these
.« . unnatural and without foundation in our minds’.*’ Francis
Hutcheson, equally, distinguishes between rather than simply conflates
the moral and aesthetic senses: to assert that we possess a moral sense
as intuitive as the aesthetic is not to identify the one with the other.
And David Hume, like Shaftesbury, believes that taste involves a firm
commitment to the rational. For both men, false taste can be
corrected by argument and reflection, as the understanding comes to
intervene in the process of feeling. There is no question with any of
these thinkers of some wholesale abandonment of head for heart.
Even so, the general tendency of this current of thought can be
seen as a steady undermining of the mind in the name of the body;
and the political consequences of this are ambivalent. On the one
hand, there is surely no doubt that to affirm the claims of affective
experience against a ruthlessly exclusivist reason is in principle
progressive. The very emergence of the aesthetic marks in this sense
a certain crisis of traditional reason, and a potentially liberating or
utopian trend of thought. By the end of the eighteenth century, such
appeals to feeling will have become identified as dangerously radical.
There is in the aesthetic an ideal of compassionate community, of
altruism and natural affection, which along with a faith in the self-
delighting individual represents an affront to ruling-class rationalism.
On the other hand, it might be claimed that such a movement comes
eventually to represent a devastating loss for the political left. From
Burke and Coleridge to Matthew Arnold and T. S. Eliot, the aesthetic
in Britain is effectively captured by the political right. The autonomy
of culture, society as expressive or organic totality, the intuitive
dogmatism of the imagination, the priority of local affections and
unarguable allegiances, the intimidatory majesty of the sublime, the
incontrovertible character of ‘immediate’ experience, history as a
spontaneous growth impervious to rational analysis: these are some of
the forms in which the aesthetic becomes a weapon in the hands of
political reaction. Lived experience, which can offer a powerful
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