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These lectures were delivered at University College, London, in the autumn of 1914, and are printed with hardly any alteration. 


I must appear unfortunate in having laid so much stress on “feeling,” just when high authorities are expressing a doubt whether the word has any meaning at all (see Croce’s Aesthetic, and Professor J. A. Smith’s discussion in Aristotelian Proceedings for 1913-1914). I can only say here that the first and main thing which the word suggests to me is the concernment of the whole “body-and-mind” (cp. p. 7, note), as Plato puts it in building up his account of psychical unity on the simple sentence, “The man has a pain in his finger” (Republic, 462 D). It is the whole man, the “body-and-mind,” who has the pain, and ​in it is one, though it is referred to the finger and localised there. When a “body-and-mind” is, as a whole, in any experience, that is the chief feature, I believe, of what we mean by feeling. Think of him as he sings, or loves, or fights. When he is as one, I believe it is always through feeling, whatever distinctions may supervene upon it. That unity, at all events, is the main thing the word conveys to me. 


I have not attempted to do justice to the sources of my ideas, for in the limits I had to observe my jus would have become injuria. Besides, I was trying my level best to talk straight and not learnedly to my audience; and now I want to preserve the same attitude towards my possible readers. 



BERNARD BOSANQUET.





	

	
Oxshott, January 1915. 
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THE GENERAL NATURE OF THE AESTHETIC ATTITUDE — CONTEMPLATION AND CREATION.
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All that I intend to attempt in these three lectures is (i.) to point out what we mean when we speak of aesthetic experience as contrasted with any other, say, with theory or practice; (ii.) to indicate what I take to be the chief grounds on which we distinguish and connect its different provinces, the beauty of nature, for example, and the whole body of fine art, and then again the several fine arts; and (iii.) finally to trace the divergence and connection of its contrasted qualities, such as receive the names of beauty and ugliness. Obviously, in so short a space, we must not attempt ​to be learned. We will describe and analyse our object straight away, to the best of our power. In the main, what we have to say will be quite elementary. 


In this first lecture we will try to get a prima facie notion of the aesthetic attitude, confining ourselves to its pleasant and satisfactory form. Ugliness and the like raise further problems, which we shall attempt in the third lecture. 


I must pause, however, just one moment before plunging into the subject. I must explain what sort of interest in Aesthetic 
I am presupposing in my audience. It is the interest of a branch of philosophy. It is to consider where in life the aesthetic 
attitude is to be found, and what is its peculiar form of value, as distinguished from other attitudes and objects in our 
experience. It is not to prescribe rules for the production of beauty, or for the criticism of artists’ work. And again, it is not the interest in aesthetic science, if that means a detailed explanation of the causes of pleasantness and unpleasantness ​in sensation and imagination. From such 
a science we have much to learn, and we 
may often borrow illustrations from the 
very elementary cases which are all that 
it can deal with. But science — the tissue 
of causal explanations and general laws — 
and philosophy, — the analysis of forms of 
reality and their values — are for us different 
things. And our aesthetic is a branch of 
philosophy. 


A great deal indeed is said about philosophical 
aesthetic being deductive, arguing 
downwards from above, not inductively 
from below, and therefore pursuing an 
obsolete and metaphysical method. I 
confess that all this talk about method in 
philosophy seems to me rather foolish and 
wearisome. I only know in philosophy 
one method; and that is to expand all the 
relevant facts, taken together, into ideas 
which approve themselves to thought as 
exhaustive and self-consistent. 


Now to plunge into our subject. The 
simplest aesthetic experience is, to begin 
with, a pleasant feeling, or a feeling of ​something pleasant — when we attend to it, 
it begins to be the latter. 


Is this all? No. The peculiar quality 
which makes us distinguish it by a certain 
set of adjectives, of which the word 
beautiful is the type, seems to be describable 
by three chief characteristics, closely 
connected with each other. 


i. It is a stable feeling — our pleasure in 
the something pleasant does not of itself 
pass into satiety, like the pleasures of 
eating and drinking. We get tired, e.g. 
at a concert, but that is not that we have 
had too much of the music; it is that our 
body and mind strike work. The aesthetic 
want is not a perishable want, which 
ceases in proportion as it is gratified. 


ii. It is a relevant feeling — I mean it is 
attached, annexed, to the quality of some  
object — to all its detail — I would say 
“relative” if the word were not so ambiguous. 
One might say it is a special feeling, 
or a concrete feeling. I may be pleased 
for all sorts of reasons when I see or hear 
something, e.g. when I hear the dinner-bell, ​but that is not an aesthetic experience 
unless my feeling of pleasure is relevant, 
attached to the actual sound as I hear it. 
My feeling in its special quality is evoked 
by the special quality of the something 
of which it is the feeling, and in fact is one 
with it.[1]

iii. It is a common feeling. You can 
appeal to others to share it; and its value 
is not diminished by being shared. If it is 
ever true that “there is no use disputing 
about tastes,” this is certainly quite false 
of aesthetic pleasures. Nothing is more 
discussed; and nothing repays discussion 
better. There is nothing in which education 
is more necessary, or tells more. To 
like and dislike rightly is the goal of all 
culture worth the name. 


Now it is implied in these three properties — Permanence, Relevance, Community — that the aesthetic attitude has an object. The feeling, we said, is a feeling of something. It is not, for instance, like ​the pleasantness of the general feeling of 
health, dependent on a general increased 
vitality. This probably contains aesthetic 
elements in it, or makes us sensitive to 
favourable aesthetic conditions; but in 
the main it is much more general and less 
relevant. The aesthetic attitude is that 
in which we have a feeling which is so 
embodied in an object that it will stand 
still to be looked at, and, in principle, to 
be looked at by everybody. 


This again brings with it two new 
points about the aesthetic experience. The 
mind’s attitude in it is “contemplative,” 
and its feeling is “organised,” becomes 
“plastic,” “embodied,” or “incarnate.” 
We might express the same thing by saying 
“rationalised” or “idealised”; but 
these terms are easily misunderstood. 


i. “Contemplative” is a word often 
applied to the aesthetic attitude, and we 
shall have to criticise it below. Prima facie, 
it indicates a similarity and a contrast 
with theory and practice. All three 
are attitudes which a man takes up to​wards objects; but in both theory and 
practice he does work upon the objects 
and alters them; only in the aesthetic 
attitude he looks at the object and does 
not try to alter it. How this is reconcilable 
with the facts of creative art, we shall 
see below. We might say at once, however, 
that in creative art the production 
is as it were a form of perception; it is 
subordinate to the full imagining, the 
complete looking or hearing. 


ii. Feeling becomes “organised,” “plastic,” or “incarnate.” This character of Aesthetic feeling is all-important. For feeling which has found its incarnation or taken plastic shape cannot remain the passing reaction of a single “body-and-mind.”[2] All the three points first mentioned are at once emphasised. Say you are glad or sorry at something. In common life your sorrow is a more or less dull pain, and its object — what it is about — remains a thought 
associated with it. There is too apt to be no ​gain, no advance, no new depth of experience 
promoted by the connection. But 
if you have the power to draw out or 
give imaginative shape to the object and 
material of your sorrowful experience, 
then it must undergo a transformation. 
The feeling is submitted to the laws of an object. 
It must take on permanence, order, 
harmony, meaning, in short value. It 
ceases to be a mere self-absorption. One 
may think of the little poem at the close 
of the book of Georgian poetry, or, on a 
larger scale, of In Memoriam. The values 
of which the feeling is capable have now 
been drawn out and revealed as by cutting 
and setting a gem. When I say “of which 
the feeling is capable,” I only record the 
fact that the feeling has been thus 
developed. For, of course, it is transformed, 
and the feeling as finally expressed is a new 
creation, not the simple pain, without 
large significance, which was felt at first. 


It is just the same in principle if the 
embodiment is found and not created; it 
may be a mountain or a flower. You have ​not the feeling and its embodiment. The 
embodiment, as you feel it, is the aesthetic 
feeling. 




This leads to a paradox. We can make 
the two statements, 


i. In the aesthetic attitude, the object 
which embodies the feeling is valued solely 
for what it is in itself. 


ii. In the aesthetic attitude, the object 
which embodies the feeling is valued solely 
for its appearance to perception or 
imagination. 


This is because the embodiment of 
aesthetic feeling can only be an object as 
we perceive or imagine it. Anything in 
real existence which we do not perceive 
or imagine can be of no help to us in 
realising our feeling. So we may know a 
great deal about a thing as it really exists 
— its history, composition, market value, 
its causes or its effects; all that is as good 
as not there for the aesthetic attitude. It 
is all incidental; not present in the 
aesthetic object. Nothing can help us ​but what is there for us to look at, and that 
is what we perceive or imagine, which can 
only be the immediate appearance or the 
semblance. This is the fundamental 
doctrine of the aesthetic semblance. Man is 
not civilised, aesthetically, till he has 
learned to value the semblance above the 
reality. It is indeed, as we shall see, in 
one sense the higher reality — the soul and 
life of things, what they are in themselves. 


So far the aesthetic attitude seems to be 
something like this: preoccupation with 
a pleasant feeling, embodied in an object 
which can be contemplated, and so obedient 
to the laws of an object; and by an object 
is meant an appearance presented to us 
through perception or imagination. Nothing 
which does not appear can count for 
the aesthetic attitude. 


Now, no doubt, this attitude is actually 
met with in very many different degrees, 
and the cases on the border-line are very 
difficult to distinguish. I should say that 
there is probably some trace of the aesthetic 
attitude in almost all pleasant feeling. ​Take an ascending series of cases. There 
is the feeling which attends eating when 
you are very hungry. There is little or 
nothing in this pleasantness which recalls 
the characters we emphasised at first, as 
stable, relevant, and common. You cannot 
retain the pleasantness as the appetite 
becomes sated; there is little in it to dwell 
upon; there is very little to communicate. 
Tasting a fine wine, when you are not 
thirsty, has, on the other hand, a good deal 
in it of the latter kind. In Meredith’s 
Egoist the praises of wines ascribed to Dr. 
Middleton are a case in point. He is able to 
analyse in terms of permanent and general 
value the different qualities of pleasantness 
that characterise the different wines. And 
this takes us beyond the mere feeling of 
pleasantness, to an object of imagination, 
with the character of which its peculiarity is 
blended. The sense of heat and cold, on 
the other hand, can give hardly anything 
like this; it has no structure, no pattern, 
no connection of elements, to reveal. The 
sense of smell again gives, prima facie, ​nothing of the kind; and if it seemed ever 
to give material for an aesthetic attitude, 
it would surely not be the pleasantest scent 
that would do so, but that which had the 
most interesting associations, say the smell 
of peat or of the sea. And this, we may 
note, would be so far a false value, as the 
beauty of the sea or of the moors would 
not really be given in the nature of the 
scent, but merely attached to it because 
they had been perceived together in the 
past; more or less as the memory of 
Florence may be connected with my old 
portmanteau, which gets no aesthetic value 
from the connection, or very very little. 
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