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Edited by John J. Joughin and Simon Malpas, The New Aestheticism collects 13 essays, each of which
attempt to situate aesthetics at the intersection of literature, philosophy and politics. The editors'
introduction sets forth the overall program of the text with great clarity. The concept of 'new aestheticism'
covers those attempts to consider the truth content of art while refusing to reduce the specificity of the
artwork, that very specificity which prevents it from being subordinated to truth understood in its classical
sense. The tension between the universality and the singularity of truth characterised throughout the
volume is, for the most part, distinctively deconstructive. Joughin and Malpas admit as much when they

refer to the "constitutive aporia of aesthetic theory" (12). The New Aestheticism is "necessarily plural, as
any work that takes the aesthetic seriously must be"(17). It also attempts to take seriously the singularity

that appears equiprimordially with plurality. At the same time, The New Aestheticism assumes the
imbrication of the artwork within social, political, natural, ideological and other networks while refusing to
allow these determinations to exhaust the meaning of the artwork. The aesthetic attitude is developed at

the site of the tension between the structural determinations of the artwork and its singularity as a work
of art.

In the first essay of the volume, written by Thomas Docherty, an early text by Walter Benjamin is taken
up in an attempt to consider the relation between experience and education. Youthful lived-experience

[Erlebnis] is "denied legitimacy by the elders," elders whose decisions are made on the basis of

experience [Erfahrung] that has already stood the test of time (25). Docherty's critique is at once
aesthetic and political, but it comes at the cost of his overall argument. The "elders," who at once refer to
"contemporary governments" and the professors within the institutions of education, are challenged to
"be more hospitable" at once to the artwork and to those with whom the aesthetic experience is shared

(33). Yet Docherty's argument is governed by an absolute opposition to "philistinism." It is not clear how
the aesthetic attitude that is outlined can at the same time lead to an effective political critique, a critique
that in order to be successful surely must in some way be hospitable to philistinism. Jonathan
Dollimore's essay "Art in a Time of War: Toward a Contemporary Aesthetic" further attempts to account
for the control of art by instrumental rationality. He writes, "to take art seriously is to recognise that there
are some reasonable (i.e. rational) grounds for wanting to control it" (44), adding towards the end of the
essay,"to take art seriously is to know it comes without the humanitarian guarantees which smother it"
(48). Dollimore attempts to spell out the end of humanistic approaches to art and literature in order to let
appear each and every event, whether or not it conforms to the contemporary worldview.

Ewa Plonowska Ziarek argues for an "alternative approach to a feminist aesthetic theory" (53), that is, an
aesthetics that reintroduces the constitutive role of gender and race in the mimetic artwork. Contrary to
the assertion by Dollimore in the previous chapter that the appearance of the artwork must be affirmed
despite the manner in which it appears, Ziarek highlights a critical approach that seeks to be more
faithful to the philosophy of Theodore W. Adorno. "The enormous ideological appeal of mimesis," she
writes, "lies not just in the reduplication of reality, or in the reproduction of the status quo, but in the
semblance of the perverse reconciliation between rationality and sensibility, prohibition and enjoyment
that is missing in reality" (54). Ziarek outlines the importance of the social entrenchment of the artwork,
and thus the necessity of the critique of every appearance. Andrew Bowie also challenges the notion of a
"lazy pluralism" (71), questioning whether the "history of aesthetics" has not been misconstrued by many
arguments leading to an affirmation of the specificity and irreducible alterity of the artwork (73). There
remains a possibility of conceiving this history anew and, as a result, allowing a fundamentally new
treatment of the aesthetic object. Bowie suggests that the way towards this treatment is through a
consideration of the "non-conceptual form of music" (80), where non-conceptuality is not to be conceived
of as a lack but as constitutive of "knowingness" and of the very engagement with an aesthetic object.
Simon Malpas closes the first section with a consideration of Jean-Luc Nancy's theorisation of the
relation of art to the inoperative community. He points out that an aesthetics based upon singular
plurality must be inherently political. Indeed, this is essential to a definition of the artwork: "art . . .



activates the sense that difference is. If it doesn't do this, then it isn't art. . . Art is what touches upon the
differences between us that form the basis of community, and reminds us of the necessity of being in
common" (93).

The five essays in the second part of The New Aestheticism take a more applied approach. Through a
reading of the egyptian-born poets Giuseppe Ungaretti and C. P. Cavafy, Howard Caygill argues that the
Alexandrian aesthetic is "emblematic" of a zone of indistinction between the "ascesis of reason" and the
"aesthesis of sensibility" (104). This indistinction underwrites an errancy to the beauty that occupies the
modern aesthetic. Mark Robson problematises the very notion of 'modern aesthetic' from an historicistic
point of view, highlighting the difficulty inherent in mapping an historical period of aesthetics that is prior
to, or the premature form of, the advent (with Kant) of aesthetics as a specifically modern phenomenon.
It is argued that the concept of the modern, and the mourning of an historical time prior to modernity, is
itself an effect of modernity: "modernity's sense of loss is . . . a double mourning; we have lost the unity
of reason, but have also lost the rhetorical/poetical discourse that allowed us to recognise that such unity
was always already lost" (127).

John J. Joughin considers the originality or "new sense" that is gained through the adaptation of a

Shakespearian play (132). Reading Hamlet while taking heed of the Kantian conception of genius and
subsequent modifications to aesthetics by Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida, it is argued that the
creativity of an adaptation arises from the necessary specificity of one's openness to the other: "there is
no adapting to adaptation" (145). Taking a very different tack, Robert Eaglestone surveys the influences
on and contributors to the 'new aesthetics,' suggesting that "naive or undefined but widely used terms,
such as identification, genre and form, might, in fact, be very useful and revealing [for criticism] when
thought through more fully" (163). Unfortunately, the potential for an elaboration of these claims is
missed due to the overly general scope of this essay as well as its reliance on other commentators for
overviews of key contemporary thinkers. Jay Bernstein's essay, the final and more lengthy of those in the

second part of New Aestheticism, uses Adorno to read Philip Roth's novel American Pastoral . It is

argued that the notion of beauty, in this case based on what is perceived by Roth as American and
wholly secular, is developed outside the possibility of absolute transcendence. A secular determination of
the beauty of art is developed where its dialectical relation with the ugly is revealed, and, as a result, a
relation to the evil of the world of which beauty is a product.

Gary Banham opens the first essay of the third part with an attempt to bridge the gap between aesthetic
criticism and historicism. Whether rightly or wrongly, Banham nuances Joughin's argument by focussing
on the role of "training that results from taste" (198), no matter how indeterminate, in developing the
capacity for genius. There is an indeterminable historical determination to the infinite capacity of criticism.
While Banham does not scrutinise how it would be possible for "reflective" and irreversible criticism to
occur while maintaining the infinite openness of the critic to the artwork, he argues that the artwork itself
contributes to the creation of the context in which criticism is possible and not simply the other way
around (201). Continuing to address the problematic theme of openness, Andrew Benjamin considers
the concepts of inclusion and transformation in relation to criticism and the question of contemporary art.
Using the refugee as analogous to the question of the new in art, Benjamin argues that what must be
recognised is that the criticisability and "threat" of both the artwork and the refugee is not a failing of the
practice of inclusion or assimilation (212), a failure of the critic to appreciate the truth of the artwork as

art. Rather, the artwork and the refugee are ontologically constituted as challenging. In order for the

project of inclusion to operate without reducing the novelty and threat of an artwork, inclusion cannot be
regulated by a principle of absolute openness. In place of an absolute openness where the sovereign act
(the act of criticism) is ruled by its conditions of impossibility, there emerges a site of sovereignty that is
never pure but which must always be maintained among "sites of negotiation" (214). Joanna Hodge
closes the volume with a comparison of the early works of Heidegger and the critique of the latter by
Adorno. Adorno is accused of focussing too exclusively on Heidegger's notion of authenticity

[Eigentlichkeit] and not enough on a historicity that would be irreducible to an individual who is
'authentic' to themselves. Hodge argues that an emphasis on historicity reveals a commonality between
Heidegger and Adorno and the possibility of conceiving authenticity as "collective transformation" (232).
Unfortunately, Hodge is constrained by space to only point towards the aesthetico-political potential of
such an argument.

If there is a shared concern in the essays from The New Aestheticism, it is based on a desire to establish
not simply that and how the plurality of perspectives is essential to the aesthetic object, but also that and
how there can be a plurality of perspectives at the very site of tension between the aesthetic object and

its account. The volume provides only a fleeting glimpse at this plurality. It is to be hoped that this site -



the point where plurality itself must be philosophically qualified - is elaborated in the future that is
indicated by the movement of 'new aesthetics.'


