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BERYS GAUT

ETHICISM

This essay argues that the ethical criticism of art is a proper and legit-
imate aesthetic activity. More precisely, it defends a view I term ethi-
cism. Ethicism is the thesis that the ethical assessment of attitudes
manifested by works of art is a legitimate aspect of the aesthetic eval-
uation of those works, such that, if a work manifests ethically repre-
hensible attitudes, it is to that extent aesthetically defective, and if a
work manifests ethically commendable attitudes, it is to that extent
aesthetically meritorious.

This thesis needs elucidation. The ethicist principle is a pro tanto
one: it holds that a work is aesthetically meritorious (or defective)
insofar as it manifests ethically admirable (or reprehensible) atti-
tudes. (The claim could also be put like this: manifesting ethically
admirable attitudes counts toward the aesthetic merit of a work, and
manifesting ethically reprehensible attitudes counts against its aes-
thetic merit.) The ethicist does not hold that manifesting ethically
commendable attitudes is a necessary condition for a work to be aes-
thetically good: there can be good, even great, works of art that are
ethically flawed. Examples include Wagner’s Ring Cycle, which is
marred by the anti-Semitism displayed in the portrayal of the
Nibelungen; some of T. S. Eliot’s poems, such as Sweeney among the
Nightingales, which are similarly tainted by anti-Semitism; and Leni
Riefenstahl’s striking propaganda film, The Triumph of the Will,
deeply flawed by its craven adulation of Hitler. Nor does the ethicist
thesis hold that manifesting ethically good attitudes is a sufficient
condition for a work to be aesthetically good: there are works such as
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Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin which, though the ethi-
cal attitudes they display are admirable, are in many ways unin-
spired and disappointing. The ethicist can deny these necessity and
sufficiency claims, because she holds that there are a plurality of aes-
thetic values, of which the ethical values of artworks are but a single
kind.? So, for instance, a work of art may be judged to be aesthetically
good insofar as it is beautiful, is formally unified and strongly
expressive, but aesthetically bad insofar as it trivializes the issues
with which it deals and manifests ethically reprehensible attitudes.
We then need to make-an all-things-considered judgment, balancing
these aesthetic merits and demerits one against another to determine
whether the work is, all things considered, good. And we should not
suppose that there is any mechanically applicable weighing method
that could determine the truth of such a judgment: overall judgments
are plausibly ones that resist any form of codification in terms of
mechanically applicable principles. These kinds of pro tanto and
all-things-considered judgments are common in other evaluative
domains, notably the moral domain.2

The notion of the aesthetic adopted here should be construed
broadly. In the narrow sense of the term, aesthetic value properties
are those that ground a certain kind of sensory or contemplative plea-
sure or displeasure. In this sense elegance, gracefulness, and
theircontraries_are aesthetic value properties. However, the sense
adopted here is broader: I mean by “aesthetic value” the value of an
object.qua work of art, that is, its artistic value. This broader sense is
required, since not Wugm of art are
narrowly aesthetic. Besides a work’s beatity, we may, for instance,
aesthetically admire it for its cognitive insight (subject, as we shall
see, to certain conditions), its articulated expression of joy, the fact
that it is deeply moving, and so on. However, this hroader sense of
“aesthetic” does not-mean-that just-any property of a work of art
counts as aesthetic. Works of art have many other sorts of value prop-
erties that are not values of them qua works of art: they can have
investment value, value as status symbols, and so forth.3

The notion of manifesting an attitude should be construed in terms
of a work’s displaying pro or con attitudes toward some state of
affairs or things, which the work may do in many ways besides
explicitly stating an opinion about them.* (Such attitudes can run the
gamut from unmixed approval through neutrality to unmixed disap-
proval, and also include various complex and nuanced attitudes that
display both approbatory and disapprobatory aspects, such as those
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revealed in jealous or conflicted attitudes.) What is relevant for ethi-
cism are the attitudes really possessed by a work, not those it merely
claims to possess; so the attitudes manifested may be correctly atirib-
utable only by subtle aan_jgmed critical judgment. A novel may
state that it condemns the sexual activities it describes, but from the
subtly lubricious and prying manner in which it dwells on them, it
may be correct to attribute to it an attitude of titillation, not of moral-
istic disgust. Just as we can distinguish between the attitudes people
really have and those they merely claim to have by looking at their
behavior, so we can distinguish between real and claimed attitudes
of works by looking at the detailed manner in which events are pre-
sented.

Ethicism dees not entail the Wﬂh
improves people3-Since-theethicist principle is a pro tanto ore, it
allows for the existence of great but ethically flawed works; and even
if alﬁe‘stheﬁcaﬂmrks were € y sound, it would not fol-
low that they improve people, any more than it follows that earnest
ethical advice improves people, for they may be unmoved by even
the most heartfelt exhortation. Much of the ethical discussion about
art, particularly concerning the supposedly pernicious effects of
some popular films and music genres, has been concerned with the
question of whether such art morally corrupts. This is a version of
the causal thesis and should be kept distinct from ethicism. Further,
ethicism has nothing to say about the issue of censorship, nor does it
give any grounds of support to either the friends or foes of artistic
censorship. All that follows from ethicism is that if a work menifests
morally had attitudes it is to that extent aesthetically flawed, flawed

as.a work of art. The fact that a work of art is aesthetically flawed is

not_grounds for its_censorship: if it were, the art museums of the

world would suffer serious depletion.

OBJECTIONS TO ETHICISM

1. Ethicism fails to distinguish sharply enough between ethical and
aesthetic evaluation. There is an aesthetic attitude in terms of which
we aesthetically evaluate works; this aesthetic attitude is distinct
from the ethical attitude we may adopt toward works; and ethical
assessment is never a concern of the aesthetic attitude. So the ethical
criticism of works is irrelevant to their aesthetic value.

The existenceof the-aesthetic attitude has, of course, been much
disputed.® But, even if we accept its existence, its adoption is com-
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patible with ethicism. To see why, we need to specify in more detail
what the aesthetic attitude is. There are two basic ways of doing this:
the aesthetic attitude may be individuated by some feature intrinsic
to it or by its formal objects.

Consider the case in which the attitude is individuated by its for-
mal objects: these may be understood in narrow aesthetic fashion, as
beauty and its subspecies, such as grace and elegance, or character-
ized more broadly by the criteri hich formalists appeal, such as
Beardsley’s unity, complexity, and intensity.” Since the presence of
thes%erﬁﬁﬁguﬁ)ly does not require, or suffice for, the presence
of ethical properties, it may be held that ethical assessment is irrele-
vant to aesthetic evaluation.? Yet this objection is unconvincing, for
the list of properties deployed is too narrow to embrace all those of
aesthetic relevance. In the assessment of art, appeal is made to such
properti®s-as_raw _expressive power-and deep cognitive insight as
well_as to beauty, elegance, and grace; and the relevance of these
expressive and cognitive values explains how there can be great
works, such as Les Desmoiselles d’Avignon, that are militantly ugly.
So the narrow aesthetic view fails. In more sophisticated fashion, the
formalist appeals to purely intrinsic properties of works as aestheti-
cally relevant, an appeal motivated by a conception of the work of art
as autonomous from its context. But that conception is flawed, for a
work can be fully interpreted only by situating it within its genera-
tive context.? There is rea: to spurn the restricted diet of aes-
thetically relevant‘pro’p‘érfum‘by the narrow aesthetic.and for-
malist views, and as yet no reason to exclude ethical properties from
a-heartier-menu.

The alternative is to individuate the aesthetic attitude by some fea-
ture intrinsic to it, and for the opponent of ethicism the most promis-
ing feature is the detachment or disengagement we purportedly dis-
play toward fictional events. Since it is logically impossible to
intervene in such events, the will is detached, practical concerns are
quiescent, an attitude of contemplation is adopted. Given the practi-
cal character of morality, it follows that ethical assessment plays no
role in aesthetic attitude and therefore no role in aesthetic evalua-
tion. But the step from the claim that the will is disengaged and
therefore that ethical assessment has no role to play does not follow:
there is similarly no possibility of altering historical events, and we
are in this sense forced to have a detached or contemplative attitude
toward them, but we still ethically assess historical characters and
actions. If it is objected that we are ethically engaged in history
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because we hope to draw from it lessons for our current practice, the
same may be said of the lessons we can draw from fiction, such as the
psychological insights that Freud discovered there.

The point about ethics and the will deserves elaboration, for it will
be relevant to the position defended later. On what might be termed
the purely practical conception of ethics, the ethical assessment of a
person’s character is determined only by what he does and by the
motives that determine his actions. Any feelings or thoughts that
play no role in motivating actions are ethically irrelevant: thoughts,
fantasies, and desires, however gruesome, inappropriate, or corrupt
we would judge the actions they motivate to be, are not themselves
ethically bad, unless they issue in actions that express these feelings
and thoughts. So a person may be ethically good while having these
feelings and thoughts, and his goodness may consist partly in his
capacity to resist their influence on the will, for these feelings and
thoughts may have arisen purely passively in him, and he is not to be
held responsible for their occurrence.’® This view, as has just been
noted, speedily runs into problems in historical cases where the will
cannot be engaged, yet where ethical assessment is still appropriate.
But it can be shown to be flawed on other grounds too. Much of our
ethical assessment is directed at what people feel, even though these
feelings do not motivate their actions. Suppose that Joe is praised for
some deserved achievement by his friends, but he later discovers that
they are secretly deeply jealous and resentful of him. Their feelings
have not motivated their actions, yet we would properly regard these
people as less ethically good were we to discover this about them.
They are flawed because of what they feel, not because of what they
did or their motives for doing it. Also, that people feel deep sympa-
thy for us, even though they are completely unable to help us in our
distress, is something that we care about and that properly makes us
think better of them. In fact, much of our vocabulary of ethical assess-
ment is directed wholly or in part at the assessment of feelings: we
criticize people for being crude, insensitive, callous, or uncaring;
we praise them for being warm, friendly, and sensitive. So for the
ethical assessment of character an affective-practical conception of
assessment is correct, a conception which holds that not just actions
and motives, but also feelings that do not motivate, are ethically sig-
nificant. Virtue of character is “concerned with feelings and actions,”
as Aristotle correctly observes.1! Such an affective-practical concep-
tion of ethical assessment allows the ethical assessment of the feel-
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ings that people have when they respond to fictions, even though
they cannot act toward the fictional events described.

2. A more radical objection holds that ethical assessment has no
place in the assessment of art. Works of art can at best manifest atti-
tudes toward those fictional characters and situations they describe,
and such attitudes are not ethically assessable, since they are
directed toward merely imagined objects — such objects cannot be
harmed or hurt in reality, for they do not exist. What is ethically
assessable, in contrast, are attitudes directed toward real characters
and situations, but works of art do not manifest attitudes toward such
things, for they do not describe them. Hence, there is no place left for
the ethical assessment of art.

Even at first blush, the objection is hyperbolic, since not all works
of art are fictions: Riefenstahl’s film is a documentary of the 1934
Nuremberg rally, and Hitler was not a fictional character. So, at best,
the argument would apply only to a subclass of works of art. Second,
attitudes directed toward only imagined states of affairs can in fact
properly be ethically assessed. Consider a man whose sexual life con-
sists entirely of rape fantasies, fantasies he has not about women he
sees in real life, but about women he only imagines. Would we say that
there is nothing to be said from an ethical point of view about the atti-
tude he manifests in his imaginings about these fictional women?
Clearly, what a person imagines and how he responds to those imag-
inings play an important part in the ethical assessment of his charac-
ter. The mere fact that the women he imagines cannot be harmed does
not bracket his inner life from ethical assessment, since what is at
issue are the attitudes he manifests in his fantasy life. And nothing in
our judgment about him requires us to assume that what is bad about
his fantasies is that he may act on them — perhaps he is confined to
prison for life. He stands ethically condemned for what and how he
imagines, independently of how he acts or may act. (Here again, we
return to the ethical importance of feelings, but see now that feelings
toward merely imagined people can be ethically relevant too.) Fur-
ther, the attitudes people (and works) manifest toward imagined sce-
narios have implications for their attitudes toward their real-life
counterparts, for the attitudes are partly directed toward kinds, not
just individuals.’? When the rape fantasist imagines his fictional
women, he is imagining them as women, that is, as beings of a kind
that also has instances in the real world; and that he imagines them as
women is, of course, essential to his imaginative project. Thus, by
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virtue of adopting such an attitude toward his imagined women, he
implicitly adopts that attitude toward their real-life counterparts —
and so reveals something of his attitude toward real-life women.
Indeed, it is inevitable that, however apparently exotic the fictional
world, the kinds shared between it and the real world will be vast,
given the limits on the human imagination, the interests we have in
fiction (which include exploring possibilities that reorder the actual
world), and interpretive constraints, which involve drawing on back-
ground information about the real world in the interpretation of fic-
tions. So the attitudes manifested toward fictional entities will have
many implications for attitudes manifested toward real entities.

3. Ethical assessment is relevant to a work’s aesthetic merit, but
ethicism gives the connection the wrong valence: works can be good
precisely because they violate our sense of moral rectitude. Often the
most fascinating characters in works are the evil ones, such as Satan
in Paradise Lost. And recall the passage in King Lear in which blind
Gloucester asks Lear, “Dost thou know me?” and Lear replies, “I
remember thine eyes well enough. Dost thou squiny at me? / No, do
thy worst, blind Cupid, I'll not love.” As Lawrence Hyman writes,
“The dramatic effect requires our moral disapproval,” but Shake-
speare1 3manages to “transfigure that moral shock into aesthetic plea-
sure.”

It is important to distinguish between the evil or insensitive char-
acters represented by a work and the attitude the work displays
toward those characters. Only the latter is relevant to the ethicist the-
sis. Satan is indeed fascinating because evil, but the work represents
him as such, showing the seductive power of evil, and does not
approve of his actions. Milton was not a Satanist. And while the
power of Lear’s bad joke does rest on its hearty heartlessness, it is
part of the point of Lear that the flamboyant insensitivity displayed
by Lear in his derangement is of a piece with the gross egoism that
leads to disaster, an egoism overcome only by grief and loss, and
transmuted into a finer moral wisdom. Lear’s attitude toward
Gloucester is represented by the play, but not shared by it. It is true
that some works, such as de Sade’s Juliette, not merely represent evil,
but also manifest approval toward that evil. If this work has indeed
any serious aesthetic merit, it can in part be traced to the literary skill
with which it represents the attitude of finding sexual torture eroti-
cally attractive; yet the ethicist can consistently and plausibly main-
tain that the novel’s own espousal of this attitude is an aesthetic
defect in it.
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It may be objected that the novel's approbatory attitude toward evil
is a reason why it is aesthetically good: evil arouses our curiosity, for
the evil person may do and experience things we can scarcely imag-
ine, let alone understand; and the novel’s ability to satisfy this
curiosity, to show us what it is like to engage in such actions, is a
prime source of its aesthetic merit. Yet from the fact that we are fas-
cinated by the attitudes manifested, we cannot conclude that our
interest in them is aesthetic: our fascination with Adolf Hitler or Jef-
frey Dahmer is not an aesthetic one, and our interest in de Sade’s
work may similarly stem from a curiosity about psychopathic states
of mind. Suppose, however, that our interest in Juliette is aesthetic,
perhaps because of the way that interest is inflected by a concern
with the work’s stylistic and rhetorical system. This still does not
undermine ethicism. For our interest here is in being able to imagine
what it is like to have evil attitudes, and so in coming to understand
them, and this is satisfied by the vivid representation of an evil atti-
tude. But, again, representation of an attitude by a work does not
require the work itself to share that attitude: works may manifest dis-
approval toward characters or narrators who are represented as evil.
Moreover, if, as the objection holds, it is our curiosity that is aroused,
we have a cogmitive interest in not seeing evil approved of, for such
approval implies that there is something good about an attitude we

know to be bad.

SOME ARGUMENTS FOR ETHICISM

There are, of course, further objections and elaborations open to the
opponent of ethicism, some of which will be touched on later, but
enough has been said to give rational hope that they may be laid to
rest. The question remains as to why ethicism should be endorsed.
Part of the answer is to be sought in its congruence with our consid-
ered aesthetic judgments; we do decry works for their insensitivity,
their moral crudity, their lack of integrity, their celebration of cruelty,
their slimy salaciousness. But it is the mark of an interesting philo-
sophical thesis that, while some find it obviously true, others find it
obviously false; and ethicism is, fortunately and unfortunately, an
interesting philosophical thesis. So it would be good to have an argu-
ment for its truth.

1. George Dickie has advanced a simple argument for the truth of
ethicism. A work of art’s moral vision is an (essential} part of that
work; any statement about an (essential) part of a work of art is an
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aesthetic statement about that work; so a statement about a work of
art’s moral vision is an aesthetic statement about the work.

However, it is not true that any statement about an essential part of
a work is an aesthetic statement about it. For instance, it is essential
to a poem that it be composed of the particular words that comprise
it. So it is essential to it that it have in it the particular letters that it
has. So, if it is true of a particular poem that it has in it exactly as
many letter e’s as it has letter c’s, then that is an essential feature of
the poem. But that is not an aesthetic statement about the work, since
it standardly plays no role in our appreciation of it.!5 Likewise, con-
sider a statue carved in limestone. It is essential to its being the par-
ticular statue which it is that it be composed of the crushed shells of
ancient sea creatures. But whereas the statue’s texture and color are
generally relevant to its aesthetic merits, the mere fact that it is com-
posed of crushed shells is not. For, again, this fact standardly plays
no role in our appreciation of it as a work of art. So a premise on
which Dickie’s argument rests is false.

2. Perhaps the most influential opponents of ethicism have been
formalists.1®¢ However, David Pole not only has argued that ethicism
is compatible with formalism, but has tried to derive ethicism from
it. He holds that the immorality of a work is a formal defect in it,
since it is a type of internal incoherence. For if a work of art presents
a morally bad view, it will do so by distorting or glossing over some-
thing it presents. But then something is lacking within the work itself
and so “some particular aspect [of the work] must jar with what — on
the strength of the rest — we claim a right to demand.” This jarring is
an internal incoherence in the work and thus a defect that the for-
malist would acknowledge as such.!’

If a work is morally corrupt, it follows that it distorts something
and so jars with a truth about the world, but it does not follow that it
has to jar with anything else in the work, for the work may be sys-
tematically immoral. The Triumph of the Will, for instance, is held
together thematically by its offensive celebration of Nazism. So
Pole’s formalist derivation of ethicism fails.1®

3. An approach glanced at by Hume and elaborated by Wayne
Booth holds that literary assessment is akin to an act of befriending,
for one assesses the implied author of a work as a suitable friend. A
good friend may possess a variety of merits (being intelligent, good
company, lively, etc.), and some of these are ethical: she is trustwor-
thy, sensitive, kind, and so on. So assessing someone as a friend
involves among other things assessing her ethical character, a char-
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acter displayed in the case of the implied author in the literary work
in which she is manifested.!®

The approach has its merits, and captures the pro tanto structure
of ethicism well, but it is ill-equipped to cope with some Hollywood
films whose impersonality and industrial-style production may give
the audience little sense of an implied author or authors, but whose
ethical stance may elicit their aesthetic condemnation. And the
approach also runs afoul of one of the objections considered earlier;
for the implied author is a fictional construct, albeit one implicit in,
rather than described by, the text. If fictional characters, such as
Satan and Lear, can be interesting because of their moral failings, the
corrupt fictional character of an author can similarly be interesting,
and the aesthetic merit of her work be accordingly enhanced. Appeal
to the characters of fictional beings will not ground ethicism.

4. More promising is an argument that may be extrapolated from
views defended by Richard Eldridge and Martha Nussbaum. For
Eldridge a person’s moral self-understanding cannot completely be
captured by general theories, but must be developed and sustained
by an awareness of the relation of her story to the stories of others, an
awareness that literature is peculiarly well placed to articulate and
extend: “all we can do is to attempt to find ourselves in cases, in nar-
ratives of the development of persons.”2? For Nussbaum, too, moral-
ity is a matter of the appreciation of particular cases, and literature
can refine our awareness of moral particularities in a way that eludes
the flailing grasp of philosophy: “To show forth the force and truth of
the Aristotelian claim that ‘the decision rests with perception,” we
need, then — either side by side with a philosophical ‘outline’ or
inside it — texts which display to us the complexity, the indetermi-
nacy, the sheer difficulty of moral choice.”?* This conception of lit-
erature as moral philosophy naturally suggests a cognitivist argu-
ment for ethicism: it is an aesthetic merit in a work that it gives
insight into some state of affairs, and literature can yield insights into
moral reality of a depth and precision that no other cultural form is
well placed to match; so the moral insights delivered by literary
works enhance their aesthetic worth.

There is much here that should be retained and accounted for in
any successful defense of ethicism, and an attempt will be made to
do so in what follows. Yet the argument rests on a radically particu-
larist account of morality, which denies the existence of any general
and informative moral principles. If that view be denied, as I believe
it should,?2 the idea of literature as the culmination of moral philos-
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ophy is rendered less compelling. And even if the claims of literature
were rendered more modest, we would still require an explanation
of why the insights literature can provide are aesthetically relevant.
Works of art can be interesting and informative as social documents,
but the fact that much can be learned from them about the attitudes
and circumstances of their time does not ipso facto make them aes-
thetically better: one can learn much about Victorian agricultural
politics from Tess, and on the subject of nineteenth-century whaling
practices Moby-Dick is excruciatingly informative. Likewise, old
photographs and films can have great value as documentary sources
of their times, but these cognitive merits do not thereby improve
these objects qua works of art. So the cognitivist approach must be
supplemented in order to give an account of the conditions under
which cognitive merits are aesthetically relevant.23

THE MERITED-RESPONSE ARGUMENT

Ethicism is a thesis about a work’s manifestation of certain attitudes,
but in what does this manifestation of attitudes consist? It is obvious
that works prescribe the imagining of certain events: a horror film
may prescribe imagining teenagers being assaulted by a monster;
Juliette prescribes imagining that acts of sexual torture occur. Per-
haps less obviously, works also prescribe certain responses to these
fictional events: the loud, atonal music of the horror film prescribes
us to react to the represented events with fear, Juliette invites the
reader to find sexual torture erotically attractive, to be aroused by it,
to be amused by the contortions described, to admire the intricacy of
their implementation, and so forth.2¢ The approbatory attitude that
Juliette exhibits toward sexual torture, then, is manifested in the
responses it prescribes its readers to have toward such torture. The
attitudes of works are manifested in the responses they prescribe to
their audiences.

It is important to construe this claim correctly to avoid an objec-
tion. Consider a novel that prescribes its readers to be amused at a
character’s undeserved suffering but that does so in order to show up
the ease with which the reader can be seduced into callous
responses. Then one response (amusement) is prescribed, but a very
different attitude is manifested by the work (disapproval of the ease
with which we can be morally seduced); hence, the manifestation of
attitudes is wholly distinct from and independent of the prescription
of responses. What this objection reveals is that prescriptions, like
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attitudes, come in a hierarchy, with higher-order prescriptions taking
lower-order ones as their objects. Thus, my amusement at the char-
acter’s suffering is prescribed, but there is a higher-order prescription
that this amusement itself be regarded as callous and therefore as
unmerited. So the complete set of prescriptions that a work makes
must be examined in order to discover what attitudes it manifests:
taking individual prescriptions out of context may mislead us about
the work’s attitudes. Here, as elsewhere, the application of the ethi-
cist principle requires a grasp of interpretive subtleties and contex-
tual factors. Talk of prescriptions from now on should be construed
as involving the complete set of relevant prescriptions that a work
makes toward fictional events.

The claim that works prescribe certain responses to the events
described is widely applicable. Jane Eyre, for instance, prescribes the
imagining of the course of a love affair between Jane and Rochester,
and also prescribes us to admire Jane’s fortitude, to want things to
turn out well for her, to be moved by her plight, to be attracted to this
relationship as an ideal of love, and so forth. Similar remarks apply
to paintings, films, and other representational arts. Music without a
text is also subject to ethical criticism if we can properly ascribe to
the music a presented situation and a prescribed response to it. If
Shostakovich’s symphonies are a musical protest against the Stalin-
ist regime, we can ethically assess them.

The notion of a response is to be understood broadly, covering a
wide range of states directed at represented events and characters,
including being pleased at something, feeling an emotion toward it,
being amused about it, and desiring something with respect to it —
wanting it to continue or stop, wanting to know what happens next.
Such states are characteristically affective, some essentially so, such
as pleasure and the emotions, while in the case of others, such as
desires, there is no necessity that they be felt, although they gener-
ally are.

The responses are not simply imagined: we are prescribed by Juli-
ette actually to find erotically attractive the fictional events, to be
amused by them, to enjoy them, to admire this kind of activity. So the
novel does not just present imagined events, it also presents a point
of view on them, a perspective constituted in part by actual feelings,
emotions, and desires that the reader is prescribed to have toward the
merely imagined events. Given that the notion of a response covers
such things as enjoyment and amusement, it is evident that some
kinds of response are actual, not just imagined. Some philosophers
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have denied that we feel actual emotions toward fictional events, but
there are, I believe, good reasons for holding this to be possible.?®

Though a work may prescribe a response, it does not follow that it
succeeds in making this response merited: horror fictions may be
unfrightening, comedies unamusing, thrillers unthrilling. This is not
just to say that fear, amusement, and thrills are not produced in the
audience; for people may respond in a way that is inappropriate.
Rather, the question is whether the prescribed response is merited,
whether it is appropriate or inappropriate to respond in the way the
work prescribes. If I am afraid of a harmless victim in a horror movie
because of her passing resemblance to an old tormentor of mine, my
fear is inappropriate. And my admiration for a character in a novel
can be criticized for being based on a misunderstanding of what he
did in the story. So prescribed responses are subject to evaluative cri-
teria.

Some of these criteria are ethical ones. As noted earlier, responses
outside the context of art are subject to ethical evaluation. I can crit-
icize someone for taking pleasure in others’ pain, for being amused
by sadistic cruelty, for being angry at someone when she has done no
wrong, for desiring the bad. The same is true when responses are
directed at fictional events, for these responses are actual, not just
imagined ones. If we actually enjoy or are amused by some exhibi-
tion of sadistic cruelty in a novel, that shows us in a bad light, reflects
ill on our ethical character, and we can properly be criticized for
responding in this fashion.

If a work prescribes a response that is unmerited, it bas failed in an
aim internal to it, and that is a defect. But not all defects in works of
art are aesthetic ones. From the point of view of shipping them to art
exhibitions, many of Tintoretto’s paintings are very bad, since they
are so large and fragile that they can be moved only at great risk. But
that is not an aesthetic defect. Is the failure of a prescribed response
to be merited an aesthetic defect (i.e., is it a defect in the work qua
work of art)? That this is so is evidently true of many artistic genres:
thrillers that do not merit the audience being thrilled, tragedies that
do not merit fear and pity for their protagonists, comedies that are
not amusing, melodramas that do not merit sadness and pity are all
aesthetic failures in these respects. Works outside these genres,
which similarly prescribe a range of responses, are likewise aesthetic
failures if the responses are unmerited. And in general it is a bad
work of art that leaves us bored and offers no enjoyment at all. We are
also concerned not just with whether a response occurs, but with the
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quality of that response: humor may be crude, unimaginative, or flat,
or may be revelatory, profound, or inspiring. And the aesthetic criti-
cism of a work as being manipulative, sentimental, insensible, or
crude is founded on a mismatch between the response the work pre-
scribes the reader to feel and the response actually merited by the
work’s presentation of the fictional situation.

The aesthetic relevance of prescribed responses wins further sup-
port from noting that much of the value of art derives from its deploy-
ment of an affective mode of cognition — derives from the way works
teach us, not by giving us merely intellectual knowledge, but by
bringing that knowledge home to us. This teaching is not just about
how the world is, but can reveal new conceptions of the world in the
light of which we can experience our situation, can teach us new
ideals, can impart new concepts and discriminatory skills — having
read Dickens, we can recognize the Micawbers of the world. And the
way knowledge is brought home to us is by making it vividly present,
so disposing us to reorder our thoughts, feelings, and motivations in
the light of it. We all know we will die, but it may take a great work
of art to drive that point fully home, to make it vividly present. We
may think of the universe as devoid of transcendent meaning, but it
may take Waiting for Godot to make that thought concrete and real.
We may believe in the value of love, but it may take Jane Eyre to ren-
der that ideal unforgettably alluring. On the cognitive-affective view
of the value of art, whether prescribed responses are merited will be
of aesthetic significance, since such responses constitute a cognitive-
affective perspective on the events recounted. For such responses not
merely are affective, but include a cognitive component, being
directed toward some state of affairs or thing, and bringing it under
evaluative concepts.?8 By prescribing us to be amused, to enjoy, to be
aroused by scenes of sexual torture, Juliette aims to get us to approve
of the imagined events, to think of them as in some way desirable,
and so to endorse an evaluation about events of that kind.

These observations can be assembled into an argument for ethi-
cism. A work’s manifestation of an attitude is a matter of the work’s
prescribing certain responses toward the events described. If these
responses are unmerited, because unethical, we have reason not to
respond in the way prescribed. Our having reason not to respond in
the way prescribed is a failure of the work. What responses the work
prescribes is of aesthetic relevance. So the fact that we have reason
not to respond in the way prescribed is an aesthetic failure of the
work, that is to say, is an aesthetic defect. So a work’s manifestation
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of ethically bad attitudes is an aesthetic defect in it. Mutatis mutan-
dis, a parallel argument shows that a work’s manifestation of ethi-
cally commendable attitudes is an aesthetic merit in it, since we have
reason to adopt a prescribed response that is ethically commendable.
So ethicism is true.

To illustrate: a comedy presents certain events as funny (prescribes
a humorous response to them), but if this involves being amused at
heartless cruelty, we have reason not to be amused. Hence, the work’s
humor is flawed, and that is an aesthetic defect in it. If a work pre-
scribes our enjoyment (as almost all art does to some extent), but if
we are supposed to enjoy, say, gratuitous suffering, then we can prop-
erly refuse to enjoy it, and hence the work fails aesthetically. If a
work seeks to get us to pity some characters, but they are unworthy
of pity because of their vicious actions, we have reason not to pity
them, and hence the work is aesthetically flawed. Conversely, if the
comedy’s humor is revelatory, emancipating us from the narrow
bonds of prejudice, getting us to see a situation in a different and bet-
ter moral light and respond accordingly, we have reason to adopt the
response, and the work succeeds aesthetically in this respect. If the
enjoyment it offers derives from this kind of revelatory humor, we
have reason to enjoy the work. And if a work prescribes pity toward
characters who suffer unfairly and through no fault of their own, we
have reason to pity them, and the work succeeds aesthetically in this
way. Similar remarks apply to the range of other responses pre-
scribed by works, such as admiring characters, being angry on their
behalf, wanting things for them, and so forth.

The merited-response argument for ethicism captures what is plau-
sible in the last two of the arguments surveyed earlier, but sidesteps
the pitfalls into which they stumble. If a work prescribes certain atti-
tudes, these may be sufficiently patterned to justify crediting an
implied author to it, and this explains why the befriending argument
looks plausible. But the merited-response argument has the advan-
tage of avoiding the problems that stem from taking the implied
author as foundational in an argument for ethicism. And the cognitive
argument is not so much rejected as incorporated into the current
argument, which makes use of a cognitive-affective view of art. Art
can teach us about what is ethically correct, but the aesthetic rele-
vance of this teaching is guaranteed only when the work displays it in
the responses it prescribes to story events. While tacking on to anovel
a claim that a certain type of committed love is an ideal will not do
much for its aesthetic worth, getting us to feel the attraction of that
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ideal as embodied in a particular relationship is the central and ani-
mating excellence of several novels, including Jane Eyre.

OBJECTIONS TO THE ARGUMENT

1. The argument does not support ethicism. To say that a prescribed
response is unmerited is to say that the work is emotionally unen-
gaging; but then the work’s failure is a result of the failure to engage,
and not of its ethical corruption. Indeed, if, despite its ethical cor-
ruption, the work does emotionally engage, then its ethical badness
is not an aesthetic defect.

The objection misconstrues the argument, even in respect of
responses that are emotions. A work may engage an emotion even
when it does not merit it (it may, for instance, manipulate us into
feeling a sort of pity we know is merely sentimental), and only mer-
ited emotions are relevant to the argument. It is whether the emotion
is merited that is important, and ethical merits are partly constitutive
of whether the emotion is merited; hence, ethical values play a direct
role in determining whether the work is aesthetically defective.

2. The argument is structurally unsound. Starting from a claim
about ethical merit, ethicism ends up with a claim about aesthetic
merit, so the argument commits a fallacy of equivocation in moving
from an ethical reason to an aesthetic one, for there are no other
resources available for making the transition.

There is no equivocation: the claim used to make the transition is
that whether prescribed responses are merited is aesthetically rele-
vant, and among the criteria that are relevant to determining whether
they are merited are ethical ones. This is a substantive claim, and one
that has been argued for by appeal to the language of art criticism and
a supporting claim that art deploys an affective mode of cognition.

3. The aesthetic defects of a work cannot be reduced to a failure of
prescribed responses: while some works clearly prescribe responses,
other works need not, or may fail in respects in which no particular
response is prescribed.

The point is correct, but the ethicist defense does not require that
all aesthetic defects be failures of prescribed responses, for it is
enough to establish its truth that some aesthetic defects are of this
kind.

4. Works may prescribe responses that are not aesthetically rele-
vant: a royal portrait may be designed to impart a sense of awe and
respect toward the king depicted, and a religious work may aim at
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enhancing the viewer’s sense of religious reverence, but such
responses are aesthetically irrelevant. So ethicism rests on a false
premise.

This is not so. A painting is not just (or even) a beautiful object: it
aims to convey complex thoughts and feelings about its subject, pro-
viding an individual perspective on the object represented. Thus it is
that a painting not only can be a representation, but can also embody
a way of thinking in an affectively charged way about its subject, and
this perspective on its subject is an important object of our aesthetic
interest in the work. So if a painting does not succeed in meriting the
responses prescribed, it fails on a dimension of aesthetic excellence.

5. Finally, the argument rests on a claim that real responses, not
merely imagined ones, can be had toward fictions. Yet that claim has
in respect of emotional responses been powerfully contested: some
philosophers have argued that certain emotions cannot be really
directed at fictional entities.?” Thus, ethicism rests on a contentious
claim, and its truth is hostage to the fortunes of this thesis.

The merited-response argument has indeed been framed by appeal
to real emotions directed at fictions, both because I hold that such
emotions can be had toward fictions and because the argument pro-
ceeds smoothly with this claim. But it is not in fact essential to the
argument to appeal to fiction-directed real emotions. (The thesis that
fiction-directed real emotions are possible I shall refer to as emo-
tional realism, as opposed to emotional irrealism, which denies the
possibility of such emotions.) There is a class of responses toward
fictions — responses of pleasure and displeasure — that both sides to
the dispute can agree to be real. It is evident that one can actually
enjoy or be displeased by fictional events: one can actually enjoy Jane
Eyre’s (fictional) happiness at the end of the novel. Scarcely more
contentious is the thought that there are many other fiction-directed
responses that are real: I don’t have to check to see whether a story is
fictional or not in order to know whether I am really amused by it or
only imagining that I am so. I don’t have to know whether described
events really occurred to know whether I am disgusted by them.28
The battle between realists and irrealists is over the reality of those
specific kinds of responses that are emotions, and indeed chiefly over
the reality of pity and fear directed at fictions.

Ethicism can be fully defended by appeal to those responses the
reality of which is relatively uncontentious. For these include plea-
sure and displeasure, which are pervasive in our responses to fic-
tions, and, as we noted, a person can be ethically criticized for what
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she takes pleasure or displeasure in. Someone who actually enjoys
imagined suffering can properly be condemned for this response.
Hence, pleasure and displeasure felt toward fictions are the only
kinds of responses the reality of which one needs to appeal to in
order to defend ethicism successfully.

Further, the appeal to actual responses was made in order to avoid
a possible objection that the audience’s responses are only imagined,
and the audience is not ethically at fault if it only imagines a
response, as opposed to actually possessing it. But the claim that
imagined responses are not ethically assessable can be denied in its
full generality. Certain imagined responses, particularly when they
are compulsive, vivid, or ones that in various ways fully engage their
imaginers, may ground ethical criticism, for they too may be deeply
expressive of the imaginer’s moral character (for instance, the rape
fantasist discussed earlier may be ethically criticized, even if he only
imagines being aroused by the imagined scenarios). Hence, emo-
tional irrealists can support ethicism on the grounds that people can
be ethically condemned for some of their merely imagined
responses.2® Further, as we noted earlier, works that manifest certain
attitudes toward fictional entities implicitly manifest the same atti-
tudes toward real entities of that kind. Reading this in terms of pre-
scribed imagined responses, the irrealist can hold that works pre-
scribing an imagined response toward fictional entities implicitly
prescribe the counterpart real response to real entities of that kind.
Since no one denies that real emotional responses can be directed at
real entities, the irrealist can hold that artworks are aesthetically
flawed by virtue of the moral reprehensibility of the implied emo-
tions directed at real states of affairs.3° Thus, it is not essential to the
success of the merited-response argument that emotional realism be
true: emotional irrealists can and should sign up to it as well.

So the merited-response argument stands. And the truth of ethi-
cism shows that the aesthetic and the ethical are intertwined. While
those who have supposed them to form a unity have overstated their
closeness, the two evaluative domains have proved to be more tightly
and surprisingly interconnected than many had thought possible.
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I am grateful to No&l Carroll, Jerrold Levinson, Richard Moran, Alex
Neill, Monique Roelofs, Kendall Walton, and Nick Zangwill for their
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an earlier version of this essay was delivered.
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