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Introduction to Pragmatist Legacies
in Aesthetics

Roberta Dreon

1. Introduction

Is there anything like a pragmatist tradition in aesthetics, representing a third option
beyond analytic aesthetics and the broad, multifaceted galaxy of continental
aesthetics? A comparative analysis seems to be problematic, not least because of the
variety of continental aesthetics, which is so broad as to include classic German
aesthetics and phenomenological theories of aesthetic experience, critical views such
as Adorno’s negative aesthetics and Foucault’s aesthetics of self-cultivation and
creation, to mention just a few names and lines of inquiry belonging to this field.

The present issue of the European Journal of Pragmatism and American Philosophy has been
designed as an investigation into the diverse ways of doing aesthetics in the wake of
Pragmatism.

Even though the term “pragmatist aesthetics” first became widespread through
Richard Shusterman’s seminal work in the ’90s (Shusterman 1992), it is used here to
bring together a vast array of approaches that have been independently evolving
within the aesthetic field with more or less explicit references to Pragmatism (mainly
Dewey’s aesthetics), such as everyday aesthetics, environmental aesthetics, social
aesthetics, and somaesthetics. It also includes the work of some important philosophers
- e.g. Richard Rorty, and Joseph Margolis - who have been influenced by pragmatist
approaches and categories, while taking part in the analytical debate in aesthetics.
Furthermore, one should recognize that pragmatist options are still very much
available among emerging trends in aesthetics - cf. Mark Johnson’s work on the
aesthetic in experience (Johnson 2007), Alva Noé&’s conception of artworks as “strange
tools” (Noé 2015) and, more recently, Shaun Gallagher’s inquiries into artistic
performance (Gallagher forthcoming).
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Evidently, this cannot be a plea in favour of clear-cut, top-down classifications. Rather,
it is a suggestion grounded in the need to take account of a cluster of already well-
established research trends and promising new lines of investigation that do not match
any of the usual categories by which we functionally orient ourselves in the huge field
of aesthetics. In the spirit of Pragmatism, these categorizations will be dealt with as
provisional and operative - as being as approximate as they are useful. As James puts it
in Pragmatism (James 1975), we tend to be both conservative and innovative in our
knowledge of the world, for we tend to select new ideas and theories that, while fitting
new phenomena, have grown out of previous habits of thought and classification.
Hence, one first strategy for briefly characterizing a family of aesthetic approaches as
pragmatist is to compare them with the other two main Western traditions and
approaches.

One first goal of the present issue, then, is to map and highlight the diverse heritage of
Pragmatism in aesthetics. Somaesthetics, environmental aesthetics, everyday
aesthetics, social aesthetics are some of the many ways to do aesthetics in the wake of
pragmatism. Some authors have developed pragmatist insights without coining any
new labels for their views, as is the case with Joseph Margolis’ anthropology of the arts
and philosophy of culture (Margolis 2009 and Margolis 2015), Mark Johnson’s theory of
the aesthetic in experience (Johnson 2007), and Jean-Pierre Cometti’s focus on artistic
practices, features, and norms (Cometti 2012). One could sum up such a complex
panorama by stating that pluralism remains the hallmark of pragmatism even in the
aesthetic field.

A second, connected aim is to further highlight the fact that English-speaking
aesthetics is a much larger field than analytic aesthetics, and that philosophical
aesthetics has been conceived - and is still thought - of as broader than the philosophy
of art. The two sides of this claim are intertwined, insofar as analytic aesthetics has
been doubtless understood as philosophy of art, by simply putting aside the
complicated history of the birth of the discipline in the 18th century. Even when
authors sharing a pragmatist approach reflect on the arts, they tend to consider them
as artistic practices, an integral part of human experience, and behaviours that are
structurally intertwined with ethical, political, and cognitive issues and transactions,
rather than as specific entities and events belonging to an independent artworld.
Consequently, pragmatist responses to classic analytic questions like the definition of
“Art,” or the ontological status of artistic entities, can sound vague to analytic minds -
and not because they lack analytical capacities. Instead, the point is that pragmatist
approaches usually reject the autonomist framework that is generally assumed as a
tacit presupposition by most analytic philosophy of art.

A comparison with continental aesthetics is much more complex because of the
extremely varied forms this heterogeneous field takes, as mentioned above. One first
general point might be that the successors of Dewey, James, and Peirce in aesthetics
generally reject formalistic approaches to the arts, as well as any conception of art for
art’s sake. On the other hand, pragmatist aesthetics converges with classical German
aesthetics insofar as it did not begin univocally as a philosophy of art, but displayed a
close connection with perception and its cognitive value already with the founding
fathers of the discipline. One might even say that from the very beginning aesthetics
was conceived of as part of a theory of experience; consequently, one could point to the
continuity between Baumgarten’s idea of aesthetics as cognitio sensitiva (sensitive
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cognition) and pragmatist developments in aesthetics. However, this convergence
conceals a deep difference, because the Germans tended to consider sensitive
perception an eminently cognitive resource, while Dewey radically reinterpreted
experience and cognition itself against the background of living organisms’
transactions with their environment. Furthermore, a crucial difference is represented
by the pragmatist distance from the standard opposition between subject and object
implicitly underpinning most continental conceptions of experience, as rightly noted
by Giovanni Matteucci (Matteucci 2019). Human organisms’ embeddedness in their
environment - their being constituted through and through by their continuous
interactions with a world of which they are an active part - is a clear marker of
pragmatist approaches to experience, although this idea may be formulated in stronger
or weaker forms, depending on the scholar. A further correlated and distinctive feature
is a non-reductive naturalistic stance, which marks off pragmatist aesthetic approaches
even from those continental aesthetics sharing a strongly relational attitude - such as
Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty’s theory of human existence as being-in-the-world.

Finally, a few words should be added about the very formula “pragmatist aesthetics” or
“pragmatic aesthetics” with reference to Dewey’s avoidance of such terms in his major
work on the topic. This circumstance could represent a crucial objection to the current
proposal, namely to adopt this expression in order to bring together a family of
approaches in aesthetics, given that Dewey did not use such terms despite being the
only classical pragmatist to devote a whole volume to the issue of the aesthetic in
experience (notwithstanding the fact that some important aesthetic insights are also to
be found in both Peirce’s and James’s philosophy).' I agree with Richard Shusterman
that probably one of the main reasons why Dewey refrained from labelling his proposal
as “pragmatist” or “pragmatic” aesthetics was defensive: he was acting in response to
the frequent criticism levelled against his philosophy - such as accusations of it being
too utilitarian, instrumental, or even supportive of the American capitalistic economy
(Shusterman 2014: 17). For sure, the controversies with Croce, who accused Dewey of
plagiarism, and Pepper, who accused him of promoting a still idealistic and not yet
sufficiently pragmatist aesthetics, further complicated the situation, in which Dewey
evidently felt uneasy (see Alexander 1987: 2).

Nonetheless, Dewey undoubtedly conceived of his aesthetics as having a deep
pragmatist meaning when focusing on the consequences of his ideas. He stated:

a philosophy of art is sterile unless it makes us aware of the function of art in

relation to other modes of experience, and unless it indicates why this function is

so inadequately realized, and unless it suggests the conditions under which the

office would be successfully performed. (Dewey 1989: 17)
Far from being a mere theoretical proposal, his idea of the aesthetic as something
inherent in the basic structure of experience is always strongly linked to the (broadly
speaking) political aspect of human experience. Dewey’s naturalistic aesthetics was
closely connected to the idea of fostering opportunities to develop a good, satisfying
human life for both individuals and groups, whatever this might mean in each specific
context (Mead 1926, Cometti 2012). His aesthetic programme was strictly tied to his
conception of democracy as a way of life, as originally stated by Robert Westbrook
(Westbrook 1991) and now extensively defined in the previous issue of this journal,
edited by Ana Honnacker and Magnus Schlette (European journal of Pragmatism and
American Philosophy, 2020/2, XII).
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In what follows, I will use the term “pragmatist aesthetics” in the plural and in a broad
sense, to refer to the varied range of trends, authors, and philosophies that have more
or less direct connections with the Pragmatist tradition of thought - particularly
Dewey’s aesthetics - insofar as this tradition represents either their original
background or a conscious source of inspiration for them. I will suggest a first tentative
mapping of the field (§.2), by also including some references to papers collected in this
issue. The third and last section (§.3) will provide an exploration of the main “family
resemblances” between movements and scholars belonging to the area of pragmatist
aesthetics.

2. Mapping the Field

Although I wish to be as comprehensive as possible, the picture I will be offering is far
from exhaustive and remains open to integration. Given this caveat, I believe one must
begin with Richard Shusterman, whose contribution to revitalizing the pragmatist
interest in aesthetics cannot be overestimated. The consequences of his cultural
operation in the aesthetic field could probably be compared to the impact of Richard
Rorty and Hilary Putnam’s capacity to bring the pragmatist tradition to the foreground
of the philosophical debate, after years of marginalization.? This was particularly the
case in France, as stated by Jean-Pierre Cometti, who was one of the supporters of this
change within the aesthetic debate (Cometti forthcoming). The French edition of
Shusterman’s Pragmatist Aesthetics in 1992 provided a decisive contribution to the long-
awaited publication of the French translation of Dewey’s Art as Experience, which
however was only to appear in 2010. Shusterman refreshed the aesthetic debate in the
Nineties by problematizing the boundaries between Fine and Popular Arts, as well as by
arguing for a limitation of the role of interpretation within aesthetic experience.
Shusterman further highlighted the broadly political implications of an aesthetic
education inspired by Dewey as capable of criticizing current conditions and showing
melioristic potential - a feasible (and pleasant) alternative to both Adorno’s negative
aesthetics (Adorno & Horkheimer 1947/2002: 113) and Bourdieu’s criticism of the
implicitly interested character of aesthetic disinterest (Bourdieu 1983). What also
attracted considerable attention was Shusterman’s development of pragmatist
aesthetics as somaesthetics, which is to say his expanded conception of aesthetics as
the cultivation of bodily consciousness. In this issue, an interview with Richard
Shusterman himself sheds light on his approach in its various phases, by
reconstructing some historical circumstances and providing answers to some questions
and arguments against possible objections. The current issue of the journal also
features a proposal by Mark Tschaepe in line with the somaesthetic project. Tschaepe
suggests taking Peirce’s discourse on the irritation of doubt as originating the process
of inquiry in a literal sense as bodily discomfort and almost pain. Significantly, he
shows that aesthetic experience also includes negative feelings that can be momentous
in engendering the somatically grounded forms of awareness, as well as of moral
imagination and empathy, by which a person actually faces a problematic situation.

Alongside Shusterman’s proposals, mention must be made of both so-called
environmental and everyday aesthetics. Environmental aesthetics is not simply focused
on a renewed interest in natural beauty, even if this has been an important point
within the analytical debate on extending the field of aesthetics beyond the philosophy
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of art and the artworld. The key figure here is certainly Arnold Berleant, whose The
Aesthetics of Environment appeared in 1992, the same year as Pragmatist Aesthetics.
Although Dewey is not frequently mentioned in that book, his influence is clear from
the very beginning and explains much of the difference between Berleant’s engaged
environmental aesthetics and Allen Carlson’s cognitively oriented position (Carlson
2009), as well as Berleant’s distance from the Kantian stance adopted by Emily Brady
(Brady 2003). At least two pivotal tenets of his philosophy are distinctively Deweyan
and pragmatist. Firstly, his reconceptualization of the environment and its
relationships with humans as something which escapes the subject-object dualism and
the dialectic of domination characterizing the aesthetic tradition from Kant to Adorno.
The environment is not the outside world, which can become either an object of
distanced contemplation or nature awaiting to be subdued by reason. Rather, it is a
complex web of interactions, including cultural and social features along with natural
and non-human aspects. Human organisms are an integral part of the environment,
they are constituted through and through by their interactions with it and, at the same
time, they constantly contribute to dynamically building and changing the
environment from the inside. In a formula, radical embeddedness and engagement take
the place of the subjective representation of an external object and of disinterested
contemplation. Secondly, Berleant adopts the pragmatist attitude when affirming that
“all aesthetics is, in some sense applied” (Berleant 1992: xii), because it has practical
consequences and makes a difference in human lives. His final proposal of further
developing environmental aesthetics towards a form of social aesthetics strengthens
this research trend (Berleant 1992). This point is connected to a further Deweyan claim
that will prove central to everyday aesthetics, namely the idea that aesthetics applies
“to matters of daily life, to activities and objects that serve some practical purpose”
(Berleant 1992: xii). In this sense, an ecologically oriented aesthetics favours new
convergences between aesthetics and ethical issues and supports the claim against a
compartmental view of the two fields. Thomas Alexander - to whom we owe the first
and most extensive book on Dewey’s aesthetics - develops an eco-ontology and
aesthetics of existence that seem to go in an at least partially convergent direction,
contributing to the field with a clear metaphysical radicalization (Alexander 2013:17).
In the face of the dramatic deterioration of environmental conditions, possible
developments and pragmatic commitments could and should be favoured at the
intersection between aesthetic and ethical concerns.

The tendency to enlarge the field of aesthetics far beyond the arts becomes a hallmark
of so-called everyday aesthetics. Dewey’s conception of the aesthetics as part of a
theory of experience plays a fundamental role, along with his criticism of the museum
conception of art and his continuity thesis, according to which eminently artistic
practices enhance aspects and features belonging to ordinary experience. Everyday
aesthetics gives strong emphasis to the concept of “having an experience,”
demonstrating that “aesthetic experience is possible in every aspect of people’s daily
life, ranging from eating a meal or solving a math problem to having a job interview,”
as stated by Yuriko Saito (Saito 2021). A particularly lively debate concerns the ways of
interpreting the connections between the ordinary and the extraordinary in the course
of experience. In this issue, Thomas Leddy offers an interesting contribution to solving
such problem through an explicit reference to Dewey’s anti-dualistic stance. Making
something special or extraordinary within the flux of experience requires neither a
distinctive kind of perception - an allegedly aesthetic perception, i.e. a contemplative,
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as opposed to practical, and/or cognitively informed perception - nor a normative
attitude opposed to an allegedly merely descriptive stance. Leddy argues that from a
Deweyan point of view there are no sharp boundaries between the practical and the
disinterested, the descriptive and the honorific, as well as between the cognitive and
the qualitatively rich background of experience. Rather, making something
extraordinary and framing it within the background of experience has to do with
variations of intensity within the continuum of experience.

All of these trends - somaesthetics, environmental aesthetics, and everyday aesthetics
- have important implications with regard to human actions in the socio-political
space. However, it must be noted that social aesthetics already represented a native
trend within American philosophy, stemming from John Dewey, Thorstein Veblen, and
C.Wright Mills, as originally stated by Rick Tilman (Tilman 2004). From this
perspective, aesthetic theory has the role of promoting the reconstruction of
(post)industrial societies in view of shared goods that could be communally enjoyed,
given the strongly social interdependence and pervasive aesthetic needs of human
beings. Of course, the applicability of this kind of approach to current societies and
economic systems must be evaluated and tested. In the current issue of the journal,
Trygve Throntveit reconstructs Veblen’s aesthetic theory by emphasizing similarities
with Dewey’s position. Veblen’s merit does not lie solely in his criticism of allegedly
pure aesthetic taste: many decades before Pierre Bourdieu (Bourdieu 1979), he called
the Kantian paradigm of disinterestedness into question by focusing on its deeply social
implications. Throntveit claims that Veblen even suggested a positive aesthetic theory
that appears to share many similarities with Dewey’s conception of democracy as
involving a participatory and more inclusive form of life, as well as a qualitatively
richer and more fulfilling existence. Veblen’s aesthetic theory entails an idea of the
aesthetic which refers to the fullness of the life of the individual within the group he or
she belongs to - a hypothesis that is based on his belief in the evolutionary value of
basic human sociality. In his view, democratic renewal must and should be shaped
through public work, reorienting the so-called instinct of workmanship towards
prosocial purposes.

Further promising lines of research in the field of pragmatist aesthetics are
represented by the more or less explicit revival of Deweyan insights developed at the
intersection with radical embodied and enactive ideas of the mind, and by a non-
reductive approach to neurological components in the experience of the arts. Mark
Johnson’s long-standing research on the bodily roots of meaning finds a decisive
complement in Dewey’s focus on the qualitative and affective, i.e. aesthetic, features of
experience. In his view, pragmatism combines phenomenology, linguistics, affective
neuroscience, and enactivism by constructing an aesthetics of human understanding,
namely a fully embodied interpretation of human thought and language. Our capacity
to handle meanings and symbols seems to be rooted in the aesthetic dimensions of
embodied action, in “qualities, images, patterns of sensorimotor processes, and
emotions” (Johnson 2007: 1). Further convergences (and divergences) between
pragmatist aesthetics and recent developments within enactivism (especially Noé 2015
and Gallagher forthcoming) would deserve further investigation. In this journal,
Giovanni Matteucci provides an interesting contribution at the crossroads between
Johnson’s approach to the aesthetic dimension of meaning and Shaun Gallagher’s
reinterpretation of the extended mind hypothesis, which definitely goes beyond Andy
Clark’s functionalism and is explicitly inspired by Dewey. Matteucci claims that a
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theory of meaning involving basically aesthetic features should emancipate itself from
any residue of the subject-object opposition. His targets are both the idea of meaning
understood as something arising from bodily actions reacting to external stimulus and
the idea of the mind externalizing some of its functions in objects and tools.
Conversely, Matteucci argues, Gallagher’s understanding of the extended mind as
situated within organism-environment interactions implies a major emphasis on the
aesthetic quality of each organism’s experience, on account of its being essentially
embedded in the environment and perceiving it from the inside.

17 Jay Schulkin’s paper offers a contribution to a cultural-naturalistic - i.e. non-reductive

18

20

- view of music by situating “cephalic capabilities” within human experience both
synchronically and diachronically, i.e. from the point of view of our evolutionary
history. Musical sensibility and music production appear to be pervasive in human
experience because they contribute in different ways to adapting our cephalic
organization to changing circumstances and, more generally, to improving human life
development and enhancement.

A few final words must be added about the original path covered by Joseph Margolis,
who went from being one of the key figures in the debate on the analytic philosophy of
art to supporting the philosophy of culture as a more adequate background for
considering human artistic practices. This transition should not be regarded as a break,
but rather as a radical consequence of the very categories he introduced within the
analytical debate (Dreon 2019). From the very beginning, his idea of the cultural
emergence of works of art from a specific form of life (Margolis 1974) was alien to
Danto’s conception of the artworld as the independent space of the necessary and
sufficient conditions for something to be a work of art (Danto 1964 and Danto 1992).
Consequently, he found a fruitful convergence with the pragmatist tradition - with
cultural naturalism on the one hand and with a basic distance from any autonomist
pretension about art on the other. In this issue, Margolis presents a paper in his
distinctive polemical vein, in which he strongly criticizes any compartmentalization of
aesthetics and the arts based on broadly Darwinian considerations about the
emergence of human thought out of already intelligent animal behaviours. His
adherence to “lax” pragmatism against Kant’s claims concerning transcendental
reasoning goes beyond philological correctness and represents a way to come to terms
with the autonomist illusion.

To conclude this tentative mapping, I must express my regret for the lack of
contributions on Peirce and James’ aesthetic legacy in the present issue. Rocco Monti’s
paper is a partial exception insofar as it reassesses the connections between Peirce’s
conception of vagueness - along with Dewey’s theory of quality - and Eco’s notion of
“open work.” Mark Tschaepe - as already mentioned - also develops an inquiry that
begins with a reference to Peirce’s conception of doubt as irritation.

Although Dewey was the only classical pragmatist to write extensively about aesthetics,
both Peirce’s and James’ works offer important insights which have already been
explored by scholars and experts on these authors, as the literature shows.> The lack of
papers about their influence on aesthetics in this issue should be considered merely
contingent and as a stimulus to further explore and develop the variety of ways of
practising aesthetics in the light of Pragmatism. Hence, the current tentative sketch
certainly remains open to integration.*
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3. Family Resemblances

The field just outlined is quite varied. There is no single feature that can be ascribed to
every trend and exponent of this field, as is invariably the case when dealing with
broad classifications. Nonetheless, one can detect a number of family resemblances
between parents and children, nieces and aunts, metaphorically speaking. Even
“acquired relatives” seem to share certain modes of behaviour, habits and gestures, as
is frequently the case with long-standing couples.

From this perspective, I suggest identifying a series of more or less common features
characterizing the field as pragmatist or influenced by pragmatist authors, primarily
Dewey.

One first aspect (1) is the common assumption that aesthetics is much broader than the
traditional philosophy of art, gravitating around the fine arts or high culture objects and
performances, which are considered the prototypical aesthetic entities. This claim can
be stated in the form of an extension of the range of objects and events to be
investigated. Pragmatist aesthetics ultimately includes popular arts, mass culture, and
alternative artistic genres, as in the famous case of Richard Shusterman’s brilliant essay
on The Fine Art of Rap (Shusterman 1992) - a genre which proves to be as refined in its
early manifestations as the poetry of T.S. Eliot, and no less socially exclusive (as Pierre
Bourdieu could have noted). Resistance against the tendency to conflate aesthetics with
the philosophy of art manifests more radically in the claim that the aesthetic is
widespread in everyday objects and practices and should be cultivated within ordinary
experience, as it occurs in everyday aesthetics. Aesthetics can be reframed as involving
a theory of experience, as is the case with Dewey, Berleant, and Alexander, but also
with Matteucci in this issue, and with authors who have a strongly embodied
background, such as Mark Johnson. The conception of aesthetics as the prevalent
theory of experience in the pragmatist field is not primarily cognitively oriented, as
was instead the case in the early days of this discipline with Baumgarten and Kant’s
first Critique. Rather, Dewey’s approach to experience is anchored in the ontological
claim that human organisms are part of the environment and constitutively interact
with its various aspects - natural as well as social and cultural ones - from the inside.
Finally, the movement beyond the idea of aesthetics as the philosophy of art also takes
the form of Joseph Margolis’ mature dissatisfaction with allegedly strict disciplinary
boundaries. In his view, in order to understand artistic practices and products, a
philosophy of culture and a philosophical anthropology are required, which is to say a
picture of what it means to be and to have become human through the acquisition of a
shared culture and language, common norms, societal and meaningful practices, from
both an ontogenetic and a phylogenetic point of view (Margolis 2017).

Complementary to this is Dewey’s opposition to the view of art as an independent realm or an
autonomous system ruled by its own principles and excluding any heteronomy. This
second claim (2) characterizing part of pragmatist aesthetics can be summed up as an
anti-autonomistic stance: it is significantly more visible in authors who engage with the
analytical debate on the definition of art and distance themselves from the very
presupposition of a self-sufficient artworld, seen as standing on its own both
ontologically and normatively. This stance is stronger in the cases of Joe Margolis and
Jean-Pierre Cometti, whose book Art et facteurs d’art (Cometti 2012) would deserve
closer scrutiny from a pragmatist point of view. Here, Cometti criticized the debate on
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the ontology of art as a kind of “fascination” insofar it was (and still is) guided by the
pretension that artistic entities are out there and can be identified as such,
independently of the vast array of processes and practices by which they are
recognized as art. Although Dewey is not mentioned in this volume, one can easily
acknowledge the author’s clear indebtedness to the first pages of Art as Experience,
where Dewey argues against taking the artistic objects displayed in museums as the
standard for understanding works of art. Moreover, Cometti’s answer was a clearly
pragmatist one, insofar as he searched for the artistic factors contributing to the
emergence of artworks from a broad web of material, social, and cultural relationships
that are not properties of an independent and separated artworld, but part of a
contingent form of life.

The positive counterpart to the criticism against autonomist pretensions about art is
Dewey’s thesis of a basic continuity between artistic practices and experience “in the raw” (3),
which is to say experience as the series of interactions by which humans live and
develop, dynamically becoming what they are by engaging with the environment they
contribute to shape. All the above-mentioned pragmatist accounts of aesthetics share
this idea in a variety of ways. It evidently lies at the core of everyday aesthetics, as
stated in the previous section, as well as in various attempts to consider aesthetic
features as characteristics and aspects inherent in the neurological, bodily, social, and
environmental constrains of experience.

The conceptual framework of the continuity thesis is naturalism without reductionism (4),
which characterizes - to different extents - most of the research trends under
consideration. It takes the form of a rejection of dualism as a key category for
understanding aesthetic aspects and phases both within experience and in the arts. In
accordance with Dewey’s criticism of the mind-body dualism, somaesthetics makes
somatic experience and body consciousness the central focus of investigation as both a
practical and a theoretical way out of the traditional dichotomy (Shusterman 2008).
Mark Johnson’s idea of the aesthetic as a primary feature of experience considers
bodily perception as the first source of meaning, which in his view even grounds
linguistic meanings (Johnson 2007). Mind-body and perception-language appear to be
continuous, rather than opposed both ontologically and epistemologically, as is
traditionally assumed. Enlightened neuroaesthetic approaches such as Jay Schulkin’s
one in this issue investigate how artful behaviours are connected to neurological
resources developed by human organisms through their contingent but decisive
development of cephalic capacities through changing circumstances. In the case of
Berleant’s environmental aesthetics and Alexander’s eco-ontology, naturalism takes
the form of a hard criticism of the modern conception of nature as ontologically
different from subjective reason. Both scholars recover Dewey’s choice to de-emphasize
the subject in favour of a broadly biological stance focusing on human organisms as
beings that constitute their lives through the interactions they have with their
environment - which is constantly reshaped from the inside by both organic and socio-
cultural human actions. Our lives appear to be closely engaged with environmental
circumstances, since humans are constitutively embedded in their environment.
Environmental changes and disasters appear to be inextricably connected with human
lives and destinies, given the clear mutual dependence between organic life and the
environment. Consequently, environmental engagement becomes an aesthetic as well
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as ethical requirement, challenging both the paradigm of disinterested contemplation
and the separation of aesthetic evaluations from moral norms and ethics.

This last, broadly political stance in environmental aesthetics leads us to one final
family feature I wish to point out in this sketch. Most pragmatist aesthetics are, broadly
speaking, of socio-political inspiration (5), although this can take very different forms, as
we have briefly seen with reference to the aesthetics of the environment. Dewey’s
polemic  against the so-called “museum  conception” of art, its
“compartimentalization,” and the conception of artworks as “ethereal things”
amounted to criticism of an elitist notion of art which deprived most people in highly
industrialized urban contexts of the possibility of enjoying their job, their home, and
ultimately their life. As stated by Mead (1926), the cultivation of the great masters of
the past can be socially regressive if it contributes to strengthening social inequalities.
Rick Tilman’s original work can be credited for the recovery of Thornstein Veblen’s
inquiries into the structural relationships between the birth and development of social
prestige and aesthetic behaviours - according to a view of “conspicuous consumption”
and “invidious distinction” (Veblen 1899) that largely preceded Bourdieu’s work on
“symbolic capital” and “aesthetic distinction” (Bourdieu 1979). Tilman made Veblen’s
connections with Peirce, James, and Dewey clear, and supported the idea of an
American tradition of social aesthetics, including Veblen, Dewey, and Charles Wright
Mills - as readers will find in Thorntveit’s paper in this issue. Perhaps, Howard Becker’s
work on the sociology of art might also be ascribed to this trend, given both his roots in
Chicago Interactionism and his strong anti-elitist attitude, reflected in his view of
artworks as webs of collaborative activities realized by different persons and through
different contributions (Becker 1982). Shusterman’s argument for blurring the
boundaries between the fine arts and popular artistic practices and productions is
based on a similar sensibility.

Melioristic stances supported by somaesthetics and by everyday aesthetics could be
regarded as positive counterparts to the above-mentioned social criticism, insofar as
they present themselves as opportunities to make individuals’ lives better and more
enjoyable. Without denying risks of aesthetization that are explicitly faced by both
trends, cultivating a more conscious perception of one’s own bodily limits and
possibilities, as well as of ordinary practices and relationships, can have broadly
political implications as it can reinforce pro-social attitudes, anti-consumerist
behaviours, and anti-elitist stances.

As already stated, this is a provisional mapping, characterized by a certain degree of
approximation in its proposal to consider the category of pragmatist aesthetics in the
plural. It involves both the acknowledgement of an already existent complex web of
reciprocal similarities, convergences, and differences, but also of an inevitable degree
of arbitrariness, represented by the a posteriori invention of a category.

The field seems promising, especially when pragmatic insights are able to merge with
current debates, as in the case of rising enactivist aesthetics - consider for example
Shaun Gallagher’s recent proposal concerning artistic performances (Gallagher
forthcoming). Consider, too, applying a cultural naturalistic framework to cognitive
sciences investigating artistic practices and aesthetic features within ordinary
experience beyond the narrow limits of reductive neuro-aesthetics (Brown &
Dissanayake 2009).
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New issues are arising: for example, given that pragmatist aesthetics opposes the
boundaries of the fine arts, high culture or great works of art in the standard sense,
does it still have adequate tools to understand contemporary artistic productions and
formal issues in twentieth-century arts? Another burning challenge regards the
possible social contributions of an aesthetics of (ordinary) experience, given the
complex economic conditionings characterizing everyday transactions in current post-
industrial societies. I believe we should consider the arising of such difficulties not as a
philosophical weakness within pragmatist aesthetics, but as a sign of its vitality, of its
facing real issues and uncertainties, real “problems of men” (and women), rather than
artificial doubts, in line with the best pragmatist tradition.
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NOTES

1. See note 3.

2. Cf. Alexander 2020 for a different view. On Shusterman Pragmatist Aesthetics fortune see the
“Symposium on R. Shusterman, Pragmatist Aesthetics 20 years later” in this journal, 2012, 1, IV.
Online: (https://journals.openedition.org/ejpap/758).

3. There is an already rich literature on Peirce from a broadly aesthetic point of view. On Peirce’s
aesthetics in general, see Hocutt 1962, Smith 1972, Parret 1994, Santaella 2001, Lefebvre 2007,
Atkins 2008, Maddalena 2014, Innis 2014, Ibri 2016, Hainic 2019, and Innis forthcoming. On
specific aesthetic topics, see Anderson 1984, Sheriff 1989, Ehrat 2005, and Viola 2012. Eco 1976
and Deleuze 1986 should be mentioned as the most influential cases of the adoption of Peirce’s
insights within the field of aesthetics. I am personally grateful to Tullio Viola for his valuable
help in compiling a provisional list of references on this issue.

James’ contribution to the aesthetic field has received less attention. On James’ “pragmatist
aesthetics,” see Shusterman (2012, 2011a, 2011b) and Trigoni 2015. On James’ aesthetic
understanding of cognition, see Johnson 2007. Other contributions on specific issues are Levin
1994, Allison 2001, Gilks 2021, and Feldman 2002. Another line of research is that proposed by
Bordogna 2001. In her analysis of Jamesian psychology and physiology of temperament,
Bordogna reconstructs the “physiological aesthetics” of the late nineteenth century by arguing
that “James followed with interest developments and publications in physiological esthetics,
which he regarded as incomparably preferable to philosophical esthetics” (Bordogna 2001: 19). I
am indebted to Michela Bella for her precious help in collecting this list of inquires into James’s
contribution from an aesthetic point of view.

4. Rorty’s position and insights too would deserve further exploration. On this issue see
Calcaterra (2019: 69) and Shusterman 2019.
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ABSTRACTS

This paper aims to map and highlight the diverse heritage of Pragmatism in aesthetics. It argues
that pragmatist aesthetics represents an interesting third way of doing aesthetics beyond the
analytic philosophy of art and continental aesthetics. It offers a first, provisional sketch of
existing research trends in pragmatist aesthetics, such as somaesthetics, environmental
aesthetics, everyday aesthetics, and social aesthetics. Furthermore, it identifies some “family
resemblances” connecting most pragmatist “relatives” in the field of aesthetics: the idea that (1)
aesthetics is broader than the traditional philosophy of art, (2) the criticism of the view of art as
constituting an independent realm or an autonomous system, (3) the thesis of a basic continuity
between artistic practices and experience “in the raw,” (4) the adoption of a naturalistic yet non-
reductive stance, and (5) a broadly socio-political inspiration.
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