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Is this so-called philosophy of art a mere intellectual exercise, or
has it practical consequences bearing on the way in which we
ought to approach the practice of art (whether as artists or as
audience) and hence, because a philosophy of art is a theory as to
the place of art in life as a whole, the practice of life?

R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art
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Introduction

The three perfections

In China, art that combines poetry, calligraphy and painting is known as
a work of the three perfections.! The three perfections have long been
regarded as the highest arts on account of their expressive qualities, and
Shih-t'ao (1642—1707) was regarded as a master of all three expressive arts.?
His masterpiece, Returning Home,? is a book of twelve pairs of leaves, each
consisting of a poem written in calligraphy on one leaf and a painting on the
facing leaf.* A pair of leaves such as “Gathering Lotus Flowers” is conceived
of as a single entity.” What makes this a single entity? What is the sense in
which the poetry, calligraphy and painting are unified to form a whole? The
curators at New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art would have us believe
that this unity comes from the sense in which the three elements comple-
ment one another: the painting illustrates the poem; the calligraphy imitates
the brushstrokes of the painting; and the poem is written in the calligraphy
that imitates the painting that illustrates the poem.

This reading meets with several problems. It is not clear that the painting
actually illustrates the poem: the poem speaks of fields of flowers and leaves,
a boat gathering flowers, and bits of lotus floating on the water; whereas the
painting is a simple line drawing — in the blank-outline style — of a single
flower and several leaves. There is clearly some loose connection, but the
painting is not an illustration; it is not an attempt to render into visual form
the subject of the poem. And while it is possible to point out how the brush-
strokes of the calligraphy resemble those of the painting, this is inconsistent
with the history of the development of the three perfections. Painting was
the last of the three arts to be elevated to the status of the perfections, and
it acquired this status at the moment when painters mastered the ability to
express their inner condition through their paintings in the way that poets
and calligraphers had long been able to through their art forms.® So if there
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is any imitation, we should be looking for how the painting technique imi-
tates that of the calligraphy.

An alternative way of understanding the relationship between the ele-
ments of this work of the three perfections attends to each element’s status as
an expressive art in its own right. Each element expresses an emotional con-
dition through a different artistic medium. I suggest that what gives unity to
this work is not that each element complements the others by illustrating or
imitating them, but that each in its own way expresses emotion. What gives
unity to the work is that the expressive power of each of the poem, painting,
and calligraphy operate in concert to offer a special experience of emotion.
Shih-t‘ao’s achievement is to create this “harmonized” affective experience
through his command of each of the three perfections.” This interpretation, I
suggest, allows for a deeper understanding of the unity of Returning Home as
a work of the three perfections, one that draws on its components’ common
status as expressive arts. If we are to understand it in this way, however, the
natural question to ask is: what is this special emotional experience that we
have when we engage with each of the three perfections?

An emotional experience of art

While there may be a number of possible readings of Returning Home, any
satisfactory reading will have to provide an adequate account of the relation-
ship between its three elements: the poem, calligraphy and painting. We
might try to understand the relationship by studying the techniques that
each element employs and how these have been manipulated by the artist
so as to complement each other. We might try to understand why the critic
employs similar language to describe each of the three elements and try to
understand what is similar about the way he uses language in his response to
each of the three elements. But neither of these endeavours would help us to
understand what is fundamental to the genre. The genre is fundamentally an
expressive one that brings together three expressive arts. We need to under-
stand what it means for the three elements of the work to offer its audience
a harmonized expressive experience.

The reading that I have offered of Returning Home maintains that what
is fundamental to its unity is the way in which the experience of each of
the poem, calligraphy and painting are “harmonized” in order to provide a
special emotional experience. This places phenomenology at the core of an
appreciation of the work. If the phenomenology of the experience of a work
of three perfections is fundamental to understanding the genre of the three
perfections, we need to understand what this special experience is and how
to give an account of it.
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What do our experiences of poetry, calligraphy and painting have in
common that is distinctive and valuable about them as experiences of the
expressive arts? There is something that the experience of reading a poem
about a man in a boat has in common with the experience of looking at a
painting of a lotus flower, but which is lacking in the experience of actually
seeing a man in a boat. Understanding the expressiveness of the three per-
fections is a matter of understanding what our experience of the painting of
the flower has in common with our experience of the poem about the man,
and which distinguishes both of these from the experience of seeing the
actual man. In other words, there is something about the emotional experi-
ence of art that differs from other emotional experiences, and it is this differ-
ence that we must analyse in the following chapters.

Understanding this special emotional experience is not merely the key to
understanding the genre of the three perfections. It is also the key to under-
standing the philosophical problem of the expressiveness of art. The three
perfections are each expressive arts, and what unifies a work that employs
all three is the relationship between the expressiveness of each element.
What is fundamental to understanding their expressiveness is the emotional
experience that each offers. The philosophical problem presented by the
expressiveness of art is fundamentally a question about the nature and sig-
nificance of our emotional experience of art, and so it is this that we must
investigate.

A distinctive experience of art

Given that we seek an account of the emotional experience of works of
art, how ought we to go about giving this? There are two questions that
we should want to ask about such an experience: what is distinctive about
the emotional experience of art; and what is valuable about this distinctive
experience?

We can determine what is distinctive about a particular kind of emo-
tional experience by placing it in the wider context of our other emotional
experiences. We begin with a survey of emotional experiences, and consider
the sense in which they are similar and the sense in which they differ from
one another. This enables us to determine the different kinds of emotional
experience that are possible and the components of such experiences, so
that we can identify which components account for the distinctiveness of
each kind of experience. We can then determine the sense in which our
emotional experience of art is continuous with our other emotional experi-
ences, while also isolating what, if anything, distinguishes our experience of
art from other emotional experiences.
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This approach appears to be in sharp contrast to that adopted by John
Dewey in Art as Experience.® Dewey wants us to see that aesthetic experi-
ence does not need to be conceived of as something fundamentally different
from ordinary experience. In this way, he departs from the Kantian tradition,
which seeks to characterize the aesthetic nature of aesthetic experience by
pitting it against ordinary experience as a distinction between interested and
disinterested attention to an object.” Dewey argues that aesthetic experience
is not a variety of experience to be distinguished from ordinary or practical
experience, but rather is distinguished by the way in which the affective and
perceptual parts of the ordinary experience are unified in a way that they are
ordinarily not unified.

What is interesting about Dewey’s approach, for present purposes, is
the sense in which ordinary experiences are thought to shed light on artis-
tic experiences, and vice versa. Dewey regards all experience as having a
uniform structure, and while aesthetic experience is continuous with ordi-
nary or practical experience, what distinguishes it is the sense in which it
is an exemplary instance of the ordinary experience. This suggests both a
similarity and a difference between Dewey’s approach and that which is
developed below. Whereas Dewey argues that all experience has a uniform
structure, we shall see that the emotional experiences of our ordinary life
have different structures. The emotional experience of art is not continu-
ous with the emotional experiences of ordinary life because it shares their
same structure: how could it be when the other experiences do not all have
the same structure? Rather, it is continuous with the other emotional expe-
riences because it incorporates them into a single experience. So there is
a distinctive way of experiencing emotion in art, but it is not a way that is
additional to our ordinary experience of emotion. It is a matter of having
an experience in which each of the ordinary ways of experiencing emo-
tion are combined into a single way of experiencing emotion. Thus, just as
Dewey emphasizes the sense in which aesthetic experience is to be under-
stood in terms of ordinary experience, so we find that the emotional expe-
rience of art is to be understood in terms of the variety of other emotional
experiences.

A valuable experience of art

Does the emotional experience of art have any particular value on account
of its distinctiveness? In order to answer this question, we need to determine
what would give value to such an experience. The measure of value that I
shall suggest is relevant is what contribution, if any, such experiences make
to human flourishing. Why would we prefer a life in which the emotional
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experience of art is a possibility to a life in which it is not? If the experience
does have some special value, it will have to be a value that it has in virtue of
what is distinctive about it. Given that the distinctiveness of the experience
is derived from the way in which it combines ordinary experiences, it is this
combining that will have to be shown to make a valuable contribution to the
good life.

Just as we determined what is distinctive about the experience by com-
paring it with other experiences, we can now determine how this distinctive
experience enriches our lives by asking why we should prefer this distinctive
emotional experience to other kinds of emotional experience. So the way to
understand the expressiveness of art is to understand the emotional expe-
rience it offers, and the way to understand what is distinctive and valuable
about the emotional experience art offers is to understand this kind of expe-
rience in the context of the variety of other kinds of emotional experiences
that are possible. We shall find that there is a contribution that the emotional
experience of art makes to the good life that other emotional experiences
cannot make. By combining other kinds of emotional experiences as aspects
of a single emotional experience, the experience engages the agent’s emo-
tional condition more completely than the other experiences do. This, we
shall see, meets a deep need for emotional engagement.

This approach to value is also very much within Dewey’s tradition. Dewey
regards value as serving some need that helps the organism to cope with its
environment. For him, aesthetic experience is valuable because it engages
the individual more fully than any other experience does. The emotional
experience of art that we shall consider below, it will be argued, engages the
perceiving agent’s emotional condition more fully than any other emotional
experience, and in this way it is able to allow for an experience that alleviates
emotional isolation through emotional engagement with the world in which
it perceives emotion. As in Dewey’s aesthetics, the experience is valuable
for the contribution that it makes to our practical life. This places it in sharp
contrast to the Kantian tradition, which characterizes aesthetic experience
as something separate from practical life.l°

Overview of the argument

The account of the emotional experience of art developed in the follow-
ing chapters moves through four distinct phases. First, we shall require
an account of emotion that can be used to analyse our experience of art.
Second, we shall consider illustrations of different kinds of experience that
involve both perceiving emotion and the perceiver’s own emotion. Third,
we shall analyse the emotional experiences that have been illustrated, and in
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doing so we shall determine what is distinctive about the emotional experi-
ence of art. Finally, having developed an account of what is distinctive about
the emotional experience of art, we shall enquire into the significance of the
distinctive emotional experience of art.

So we begin by considering the nature of emotion. Chapter 1 opens with
a discussion of an experience of fear, and the senses in which the experi-
ence involves both a phenomenological state of being in fear and a fear-
disposition — or an impulse — that gives rise to various mental and bodily
phenomena, including the phenomenological state. As we see in William
James’s classic account, a proper analysis of the experience should account
for both of these components. Such an approach allows us to consider all the
aspects of the non-artistic experience and ask whether they are present in
the experience of a work of art, and if so, in what sense they are part of the
experience. The theory that is developed to account for this is an account of
emotion as an economy of mental dispositions and mental states, and this is
contrasted with Jenefer Robinson’s theory of emotion as a process.

The stage is then set for Chapter 2’s account of experiences of emotion in
the world. We have experiences of our own emotions, as discussed in Chap-
ter 1; for example, we feel sad. We are also aware of the presence of emotion
in the world around us, and we have experiences in which we perceive this;
for example, we perceive somebody else to feel sad. More often than merely
perceiving emotion in the world, however, we have an emotional experience
of the perceived emotion; for example, we feel sadness, or pity, or joy, or
nothing at all, when we perceive somebody else to feel sad. In such experi-
ences, there is an interaction between the perceived emotion and the per-
ceiver’s own emotion. It is this interaction that we need to investigate. In
doing so, we must consider how such investigations into perceptual proper-
ties relate to the debate about the reality of aesthetic properties that Frank
Sibley’s work has spawned, and which continues in response to Jerrold Lev-
inson’s defence of this position. But, primarily, understanding the interaction
requires an account of how the perceiver comes to perceive a psychological
property — such as emotion — in the world.

There are, I shall suggest, two ways in which we can perceive emotion in
the world around us. First, we might conceive of what we perceive as a sub-
ject that possesses a psychology. In this case, our perception of emotion is
the perception of the externalization of what the perceived subject is feeling.
This is the sense in which a baby’s cry externalizes or expresses how the baby
feels. Second, we might not conceive of the object as possessing a genuine
psychology, but we might conceive of it as being appropriate to project our
own emotion onto. In this case, we can perceive the object to possess a pro-
jective emotional property. This is the sense in which Wordsworth might be
thought to have perceived the daffodils to be jocund. In some cases, only one



INTRODUCTION

of these two forms of perception is possible; in other cases both are possi-
ble. The difference between perceiving externalized properties or projective
properties, or both kinds of properties, gives rise to the variety of emotional
interactions that we shall investigate.

Chapter 3 provides an account of the different experiences in which the
perceived emotion and the perceiver’s emotion can interact, and discusses
the relevance of externalized or projective properties for such experiences.
The first of these interactions — “infection” — is an experience in which the
perception of an emotional property is attended by the perceiver’s feeling an
emotion identical to that which he perceives. The second kind of interac-
tion is that of “communication’, in which the perception of emotion is not
attended by the perceiver’s feeling the same emotion, but by his feeling some
other emotion in response to that which he perceives. This is the experience
that most commonly occurs in human interaction when, say, the percep-
tion of another person’s fear is experienced by the perceiver with his own
feeling of pity. The third kind of interaction is “articulation” In this case, the
perceived emotion does not prompt the perceiver to feel the emotion he
perceives or any other. Rather, it encourages him to comprehend for himself
the nature of that emotion. The perception of an emotion does not necessi-
tate that the perceiver comprehends it: to comprehend an emotion is some-
thing distinct from perceiving or feeling it. So we need an account of what it
means to comprehend a feeling, and the experience in which a perceiver is
prompted to do so.

These different interactions are treated as discrete experiences in Chapter
3. They might also, however, form aspects of a single experience. Chapter 4
provides an account of the kind of experience that combines all three inter-
actions, an experience I call the plenary experience of emotion. It is at this
point that a theory of artistic experience emerges. We find that, in the case
of works of art, we can perceive both externalized properties and projective
properties in the same object, whereas we can only perceive externalized
properties or projective properties in other objects of perception. For this
reason, all three interactions can form aspects of an experience of a work of
art. This creates the possibility of a distinctive kind of emotional experience,
one that only occurs when we engage with a work of art.

It is not enough, however, to identify a distinctive kind of experience,
unless we can say what is valuable about that experience. In Chapter 5,
we consider why the possibility of having a plenary experience of emotion
makes a valuable contribution to human flourishing and, hence, why art,
as the object of such an experience, is intrinsically valuable to us. It is the
intrinsic value of the experience of art that is linked, by Malcolm Budd, to its
artistic value. So the plenary experience of emotion will count as an artistic
value if its value is shown to be intrinsic to the experience of the work of art.
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Roger Scruton connects the idea of feeling at home in the world with
the value of art through his account of beauty. I suggest that it might also
be connected to art through the emotional experience offered by art. The
argument developed in Chapter 2 makes use of the idea that, in addition to
having our own emotions, we are able to perceive the presence of emotion
in the world. In Chapter 5, certain consequences of these two capacities are
investigated. In particular, it is argued that a creature capable of having an
emotional response to the world needs to be able to respond to the emotions
that he perceives in the world if he is to feel at home in the world. Failure to
respond in this way will result in emotional isolation. The desire to escape
emotional isolation provides the basis for understanding the value of the
plenary experience of emotion.

The different interactions that form part of the plenary experience each
involve an engagement with different parts of the emotional economy.
Drawing on the idea of a characteristic mixture of activity and passivity that
Naomi Eilan developed in relation to perception, and which Peter Goldie
has suggested might be applied to emotion, Chapter 1 argues that, although
we are either active or passive in respect of each part of this economy, the
emotional economy can be understood in terms of its characteristic mixture
of activity and passivity. Unlike the discrete experiences that involve a single
interaction, the plenary experience is an engagement that involves both
emotional activity and passivity. This engagement with the whole emotional
economy enables us to escape emotional isolation. Because art alone offers
us the plenary experience, it is uniquely positioned to offer us the requisite
emotional engagement for escaping from emotional isolation. In this way,
our emotional experience of art offers a unique contribution to the good life.
In proposing such a link between the emotional experience of art and ethi-
cal life, it is necessary to consider how this claim relates to the relationship
between art and morality as this has been understood by other theorists,
such as Berys Gaut, in his work on the ethical criticism of art.

Wollheim’s influence on the argument

The ideas and general philosophical approach of Richard Wollheim are
frequently to be found beneath the surface of this argument.* There are
four aspects of his philosophy that have exerted a profound influence on
my own. First, his interest in art and emotion rejects any attempt to focus
on linguistic concerns.' Rather, he characteristically begins his analysis
by considering features of our experience. This is the second influence: a
contemplation of some aspect of the phenomenology of an aesthetic or
affective experience that the philosopher’s intuitions suggest holds the key
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to explaining the experience.”® Third, the explanation of the key aspect of
the phenomenology of experience often involves having recourse to a
depth psychology not commonly consulted in analytic philosophy."* For
Wollheim, this means the hypotheses of Kleinian psychoanalysis. Within
the more generous conception of mind accommodated by the depth psy-
chology, Wollheim is able to explain highly sophisticated activities, such as
aspects of artistic appreciation, in terms of much more basic — or archaic
— mental functioning. This introduces the fourth influential aspect of his
approach. Once features of the mind’s primary activities are identified
(whether these form part of the depth psychology or ordinary psychol-
ogy), Wollheim seeks to show how aspects of the remarkable breadth of
human experience can be explained in terms of the redeployment of more
basic features of our primary experiences in ways that give rise to highly
sophisticated secondary experiences.' So, for instance, projection is prima-
rily a defence mechanism in psychoanalytic theory. But Wollheim attempts
to demonstrate how it is possible for this capacity, once in place, to be
redeployed in a way that accounts for our more sophisticated capacity for
expressive perception.'® While I do not always agree with the way in which
Wollheim argues that mental functioning is redeployed, the idea that the
features of ordinary experience can form the basis for more specialized
experiences is at the core of my account of the ways in which we perceive
emotional properties in works of art.

What makes this a legitimate philosophical approach is Wollheim’s con-
ception of the philosophical project and the nature of philosophical expla-
nation. In the introduction to On the Emotions, Wollheim explains that his
work is an exercise in applied philosophy, and he identifies three features
that distinguish applied philosophy from pure philosophy.”” First, whereas
the method employed in pure philosophy is conceptual analysis understood
as linguistic analysis, applied philosophy supplements linguistic analysis
with whatever else will serve its needs, for example observation, experi-
ment, common usage, and even traditional lore. Second, applied philosophy
does not aim at conceptual necessity, but at the lower standard of theo-
retical necessity: it aims at giving an account of how things happen to be,
rather than how they must be in all possible worlds. Finally, applied philoso-
phy studies the more general features of this world or a fragment thereof,
whereas pure philosophy is concerned with giving an account of things
as they must be anywhere. Like Wollheim, I am inclined to think that the
study of emotion, art and the deeper parts of the mind benefits from such an
approach, and I conceive of this study as an exercise in applied philosophy. I
shall not endeavour to argue why this is the best approach, but any headway
that the project makes will stand as testimony to the value of studying the
subjects in this way.
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Art and human possibilities

This account of the plenary experience of emotion in art allows us to under-
stand what is distinctive and valuable about our experience of Returning
Home. The interpretation I have offered of Returning Home is not advanced
as the only interpretation, nor even as the one Shih-t'ao necessarily intended.
It is simply one possible interpretation of the work. There may be a number
of different ways in which we can understand such a work, and these might
all be valid interpretations.”® In Radical Hope, Jonathan Lear asks what it
would mean to find a way for one’s thick ethical concepts to persist after
the collapse of the civilization in which they were formed."” He discusses
the way in which the last great chief of the Crow nation, Plenty Coups, was
able to make use of two dreams he had as a child in order to “thin down”
the Crow concept of courage and, in doing so, to develop a new concept
of courage that was meaningful in a context in which the traditional life of
hunting and warfare was no longer possible. In offering this interpretation
of Plenty Coups’s dream and its place in his life, Lear acknowledges that the
account that he gives is not necessarily historically accurate: it might not
have been how Plenty Coups actually interpreted his dream. But that does
not affect Lear’s project. His argument is that there is a way of understand-
ing the dream and its significance for the Crow people that shows how it
might have been possible for them to reinvent their ethical concepts after
the collapse of their old way of life.*® This, for Lear, shows us something
about an important human possibility: the capacity that we all have to sur-
vive cultural devastation. It is in this spirit that I begin with Returning Home.
I do not need to argue that the experience that I suggest we can have of the
work is the one that the appropriately qualified Chinaman of taste actually
has. Rather, my purpose is to demonstrate that there is a special experience
that it is possible for him to have, and why it is important that this experi-
ence is possible.

There are a number of different ways in which we can experience a work
of art such as Returning Home. These different experiences might all be valu-
able, perhaps for different reasons. Part of the value of a work of art might
be that it is susceptible to being experienced in different ways. In investigat-
ing one possible experience, I do not suggest that it is more important than
other ways of experiencing art. Rather, I hope to show why the emotional
experience of art that I describe is one possibility, and why it is an impor-
tant one. It is possible, I suggest, to perceive emotion in different ways, and
these possibilities give rise to different ways in which we can engage with
perceived emotion. The particular experience of art that I describe draws
together these different ways in which we can experience emotion in the
world.
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