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The organization and execution of the 22nd International Con-
gress of Aesthetics was a great challenge taken upon by some of 
the most competent people that I have had the pleasure of working 
with. This book concludes the last stage of this remarkable event. 
In the following pages, the reader will find the main lectures from 
senior researchers, from three different continents, that we had 
the honor of receiving as keynote speakers in Belo Horizonte.

This book was structured in theme sessions, a strategy adopted to 
highlight affinities as well as to assist readers in finding the texts 
most related to their specific interests. It aims to stimulate and 
inspire further research in the field.

Juliana Santos
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Preface

I am delighted to present this book, an ensemble of powerful key-
note speeches1 delivered at the 22nd International Congress of 
Aesthetics. Hosted at the Faculty of Philosophy and Human Sci-
ences of the Federal University of Minas Gerais (UFMG), in Belo 
Horizonte, from July 24th to 28th, 2023, the congress covered a 
broad spectrum of topics, offering a rich and diverse sample of 
the current global intellectual production in the field of philo-
sophical aesthetics.

This book organized the texts into four thematic sections. The 
“Brazilian Art and Aesthetics” section contains my paper “Oswald 
de Andrade’s Anthropophagy as a Model of Transcultural Aes-
thetics”, in which I focus on the work of the Brazilian poet, nov-
elist, dramatist, and philosopher who played an outstanding role 
in renewing Brazilian culture, inspired by the European avant-
garde from the beginning of the twentieth century. Oswald de 
Andrade also became known for his two cultural manifestoes, 
the “Manifesto of Pau-Brasil Poetry” (1924), and the “Anthro-
pophagus’ Manifesto” (1928), according to which Brazilian art-
ists should “swallow” contents of foreign cultures and blend its 
best features with those of their autochthonic production. Such 
a movement yielded brand-new cultural goods that would fulfill 
the avant-garde claim of innovation at the same time that it met 
the need to establish a genuinely Brazilian artistic expression. In 
the nineteen-forties and beginning of the fifties, he attempted 
to establish Anthropophagy as a broader Weltanschauung, con-
cerning not only artistic matters but also political, ideological, 
and philosophical viewpoints. De Andrade’s contribution was an 
early statement on the current transcultural claims of philosoph-

1  All works are signed by keynote speakers, with one exception that will be 
addressed further in this preface.



10 11preface preface

ical aesthetics, a theme that arises in multiple forms throughout 
the research presented here; I will mention them briefly. 

Sharing the “Brazilian Art and Aesthetics” section is Fiona 
Hughes’ “On the Thresholds of Sense: Brazilian Rock Art as Lim-
inal and Animate,” in which she explores how the idea of “emer-
gent sense”, – a mode of cognition formed at the very moment 
an object is aesthetically perceived – is recognizable in some 
phenomena of the prehistoric rock art from Minas Gerais (Bra-
zil). Another relevant concept for her is “liminality”, something 
located in a transitional zone between different elements, such 
as nature and culture, old and new, luminous and dark, deep and 
superficial, at rest and in movement, visible and invisible, and so 
on. As for the liminality related to nature and culture, according 
to her, Minas Gerais’ painted rock shelters look like “balconies 
hanging out into the surrounding landscape,” whereas “natural 
lines and circles in the rock [...] were intentionally incorporated 
within the expressive content of rock art.” Another example of 
liminality examined by Hughes in Minas Gerais’ rock art con-
cerns the perceptual ambiguity of some forms that seem quite 
different when appearing under different lighting conditions. 
Among other instances of liminality focused on by the author, the 
one concerning temporality stands out: like many other rock art 
phenomena worldwide, the superimposition of several layers of 
forms (geometrical, anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, etc.) points 
to a transition from older to newer times, since archaeological 
research reveals that each layer must have been painted in a spe-
cific moment in time.

The “African Aesthetics” section comprises two papers, the first 
of which is Molefi Kete Asante’s “Asserting an African Aesthetic 
Episteme”. Asante points to the intellectual invisibility of the Afri-
canist aesthetic, not only because it “is everywhere” and is, there-
fore, not detached from people’s general perception but mainly 
due to the unfair, long-lasting subordination of everything related 
to the African heritage in a European-American-ruled world. 
To undo this abominable chain of misunderstandings, Asante 
emphasizes “the lived experience of Africans trans-generation-
ally and trans-continentally, whether in 3000 BCE or in 2023, in 

Brazil, Peru, Mexico, Ghana, Nigeria, or Colombia.” In his paper, 
based on a broader conception of aesthetics, he advances an 
“epistemic idea” free from Eurocentricity “that undergirds a plu-
ral African aesthetics capable of covering Africa, the Caribbean, 
and American continents.”

The second paper of this section, “Uncertainties Concerning 
the Universality of Taste: On the Possibilities of an African Aes-
thetics,” by Rízzia Rocha and Fernanda Proença, is the only one 
that was not originally a keynote speech at the 22nd International 
Congress of Aesthetics. Its goal is to discuss the possibilities of 
speaking of an African Aesthetics. In order to accomplish this 
task, the authors refer to two texts concerning the most rele-
vant topics associated with this debate: “Aesthetics in Tradi-
tional Africa”, by Robert Farris Thompson (1971) and “Le con-
cept d’‘esthétique africaine’: essai d’une généalogie critique”, by 
Roger Somé (1994). While Thompson’s work relies on his effort 
to identify and consolidate an aesthetic vocabulary for Yoruba 
traditional art, Roger Somé’s approach discusses the concept of 
“African aesthetics” from extensive bibliographical material by 
several authors, who, by means of different arguments, assert the 
existence of such a concept. However, Somé identifies issues in 
stating the existence of “African aesthetics” since the notion of 
aesthetics results from a Eurocentric construction. It is notewor-
thy, in the authors’ account, the reference to Somé’s confronta-
tion between African traditional art and the Western idea of “l’art 
pour l’art”, still reinforced by the influential Kantian viewpoint 
on the “purposiveness without purpose” of the aesthetic objects. 
They conclude their paper by stating that the current discussion 
on African aesthetics at least furnishes doubts about the univer-
sality of taste’s judgments: “Somé’s assessments, motivated by 
his reading of Thompson and many other authors, provide us 
with uncertainties on the universal reach of aesthetic-philosophi-
cal concepts deriving from Eurocentric thinking.”

The “Aesthetics and politics” section brings Miško Šuvaković’s 
“Strategies of contemporary 21st-century art and theory: from 
the Avant-Garde and Neo-Avant-Garde through Conceptual Art 
to the production of the Politics of Time”. The author starts by 
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questioning how and when it is possible to identify the beginning 
of a new century as a new temporal sequence. One of his aims is 
to focus on the contradictions and antagonisms that determine 
the relationship between contemporary art and society in which 
it reaches or surpasses reality in a scene “where there is simul-
taneously global unification and complexity of untranslatable 
modalities of communication in chaotic mixtures of meaning 
and affects.” What lies behind this quest is the need to approach 
the differences between art and the theorizations of art that dis-
tinguish the 20th and 21st centuries. One of Suvakovic’s central 
hypotheses concerns how the new century characterizes itself 
by a tendency to “abandon the security provided by the ‘world 
of art’”, meaning the realm where there was still space for a 
last breath of art autonomy towards economic and geopolitical 
forces. In Suvakovic’s own words: “My main proposition is that 
the operating mode locates art outside the world of art in possible 
worlds and forms of life with characterizations belonging to pol-
itics, everyday life, science, technology, environmental studies, 
medicine, etc. In other words, it is important to identify art that is 
other than art.”

Also in the “Aesthetic and Politics” section, we have Josef 
Früchtl’s “Giving Birth to Feelings.The Presentative Power of Art 
in Democracy”, where the author asserts that, although dem-
ocratic debate presupposes rationally grounded reasons to act 
according to these or those rules, feelings play an indispensable 
role in political choices and actions for at least some centuries. 
Früchtl makes a relevant difference between feelings that are 
more diffuse and, as such, resistant to presentation, and feeling 
that are more determined and thus apt for fostering narratives.
According to him, art and the aesthetic experience are presenta-
tive in an “exemplary sense,” which could not be replaced by the 
representative discourse of science or even theory in general. His 
conclusion points out the indispensable role of aesthetic experi-
ences as a medium for underpinning democracy in our very com-
plex modern societies: “Thus the main problem is to what extent 
or in what sense feelings should play a role in democratic debate. 
At this point, aesthetics enters the stage. Literature, drama, opera, 

film, soap operas, comics and popular music offer us patterns of 
interpretation for our experiences and feelings.”

The book’s last section, “Body and feelings”, encompasses 
firstly Marilena Chauí’s “Art and Philosophy in the Disembod-
ied World”, in which she states that art in the realm of thought 
is mostly significant as it points to the fact that the body itself 
reflects, and that reflection is not a privilege or exclusiveness of 
consciousness. Chaui says: “Thanks to the work of art, we dis-
cover that reflection is not a privilege of consciousness nor the 
essence of consciousness, but that it collects an older reflection 
that teaches it to reflect: body reflection.” Chauí’s approach 
reaches its summit when she, taking into account the present – as a 
perverse alliance between political and economic neo-liberalism 
and the new media enabled by the development of digital tech-
nology –, argues that its main trait is the suppression of both space 
and time. According to her, we live in a “world without places, 
distances, depth, qualities – the world of atopy. A world without 
time, in which nothing passes and nothing remains, as everything 
coexists without a past and without a future, in an endless present 
– the world of acrony.”

Jacques Poulain takes part in the “Body and Feelings” section with 
his text “Philosophy as an aesthetics of happiness”. The author 
borrows the concept of prosopopoeia from the theory of language 
and literature, to define the first sounds human beings hear – the 
voice of one’s mother, for instance – as a paradigm for all speech 
acts and, further on, for all artistic expressions. According to him, 
this occurs since the “inversion of the biological circuits which 
characterizes the use of the voice can be transferred to any sensi-
ble experience, because the use of listening to our sounds under-
lies any use of our five senses.” He argues that even the use we 
make of an articulated language is “anthropophagic”, in Oswaldo 
de Andrade’s sense, since we ingest “our mime of the voice of our 
mother in every proposition and in every perception.” This view-
point is a scaffold from which Poulain derives a theory referring 
all arts to the original prosopopoeia that comes from the assim-
ilation of the voice of one’s mother: poetry, painting, sculpture, 
theatre, movies, music itself, and dance could be constructed as 
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variations upon the earliest sounds we heard in our lives. This 
construction around the arts, taken as variations of basic proso-
popoeia, depends on some rational justification. Since such realm 
of rationality is also where the very autonomy of arts is thinkable, 
philosophy “as an aesthetics of happiness must identify the best 
cultural blisses that occur through artworks in our social and 
mental worlds by giving them an independent existence by using 
our five senses and by exhibiting the best ways to live a human 
life.” It is noteworthy that, in his conclusion, Poulain quotes once 
again Oswaldo de Andrade to pinpoint his position: he “dared 
even to write it in his aphorism: “Joy is the proof by nine’ of what 
human life is.”

With these rough and brief notes on each paper presented in 
this book, I hope to have given a taste of its content and to have 
encouraged the readers to engage in these fruitful debates. Above 
all, I wish all a very fulfilling and enriching reading experience.

Rodrigo Duarte 
Belo Horizonte, June 2024

brazilian art and aesthetics



Oswald de Andrade’s 
Anthropophagy as a Model of 
Transcultural Aesthetics1

Rodrigo Duarte
Federal University of Minas Gerais

Oswald de Andrade (1890-1954) was a Brazilian poet, novelist, 
dramatist, philosopher, and journalist, who took active part in 
the Modern Art Week of São Paulo in 1922, which introduced in 
Brazil the renewed artistic language of the European avant-garde 
from the beginning of the Twentieth Century. Andrade stood out 
from the group of modernist artists as one of the most unquiet 
and perhaps the most identified with the transgressions coming 
from the various tendencies of the European artistic revolution at 
the beginning of the Novecento. Benedito Nunes, one of Oswald 
de Andrade’s best interprets, said about him: “With his theoreti-
cal impatience and particular thirst for the new and the novelty, 
he was, among our modernists, the one who most intimately took 
communion from the restless spirit of the European avantgarde”.2 

Andrade praised the European avant-garde artists at a distance 
until 1923, when he and his freshly married wife, the painter Tar-
sila do Amaral, went to Paris, where they met some of the most 
significant artists of the period. After these encounters, Oswald 
de Andrade started both a friendship and intellectual cooperation 

1  A longer and modified version of this paper, which was presented as a 
keynote talk at the 22nd International Congress of Aesthetics, shall be 
published in a special issue of the Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und allgemeine 
Kunstwissenschaft, on the topic “Aesthetics in a Global Perspective”, 
under the title: “Oswald de Andrade’s Anthropophagy as a Contemporary 
Social-Aesthetic Proposal.” When not otherwise indicated, all translations 
into English are by the author of this paper.
2  Nunes, Benedito. Oswald Canibal. São Paulo, Perspectiva, 1979, p. 11.
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with the French-Swiss avantgardist poet Blaise Cendrars. Alexan-
dre Eulálio, who studied Cendrars’ contacts with Brazilian artists 
and his activities in the cultural milieu of the country, described 
Oswald de Andrade’s acquaintances in Paris and his approxima-
tion to the Swiss poet as follows: 

Oswald de Andrade, the most exuberant and extroverted of 
the group, seeks to meet directly Cendrars and other celebri-
ties whom the group admired and desired to meet in flesh and 
bone — Jules Romains, Picasso, Jean Cocteau, Léger, Bran-
cusi — personalities with whom they had amicable although 
superficial relations. Cendrars will be the only great artist with 
whom the ties tightened and turned into a mutual friendship.3

The friendship that began in 1923 in Paris continued in Brazil, 
where Cendrars was invited by Paulo Prado — a mix of intellec-
tual and businessman —, who had been one of the most import-
ant sponsors of the 1922 Modern Art Week and who was attentive 
to deepening the interchange between Brazilian modernists and 
European avant-garde artists. One of the most relevant results of 
Cendrars’ visit to Brazil in 1924 was that he taught Brazilian artists 
to look with brand new eyes at some, until then, underestimated 
cultural phenomena of the country, influencing them towards a 
renewed consideration of phenomena like the country’s popular 
culture and the artistic heritage of Brazil’s colonial past.

The immediate impact of Cendrars influence on Andrade was the 
composition of his poetry book Poesia Pau-Brasil (Pau-Brasil — 
Brazil Wood — Poetry), published in 1925, in which the percepti-
ble elements of the Brazilian daily life are rescued from their for-
mer insignificance and raised to the condition of poetic matter. 
This was also linked with the overcoming of prejudices against 
both Rio’s Carnival4 and the baroque towns of Minas Gerais, such 

3  Eulálio, Alexandre. A aventura brasileira de Blaise Cendrars: ensaio, 
cronologia,
filme, depoimentos, antologia. São Paulo: Quíron, 1978, p. 20
4  An example of praising Rio de Janeiro’s carnival is Andrade’s poem “On 
the avenue”: “The bugle band/ Announces with its clangorous sounds/ The 

as Ouro Preto, Tiradentes, Sabará, etc5. Andrade’s acknowledge-
ment of the role Cendrars played in showing him facetes of his 
country he did not know until then, reveals itself in the dedication 
written in the copy of Pau-Brazil Poetry he gave to the Swiss poet: 
“A Blaise Cendrars à l’occasion de la découverte du Brésil”.6

Just before the publication of this book, had appeared one of 
Oswald de Andrade’s two famous manifestoes: the “Manifesto of 
Pau-Brasil Poetry”, published in 1924. Also in one passage of this 
manifesto, the influence of Blaise Cendrars’ eccentric position 
— sympathetic towards non-European peoples — on this phase 
of Oswald de Andrade’s intellectual production can be felt in the 
form of an explicit mention of the French-Swiss writer: “A sugges-
tion of Blaise Cendrars: you have the train loaded, ready to leave. 
A negro churns the crank of the turn-table beneath you. The 
slightest carelessness and you will leave in the opposite direction 
to your destination.”7

The “Manifesto of Pau-Brasil poetry,” could be read as an ideo-
logical companion to its correlated book of poems, claiming the 

approach of the impetuous procession/ The front committee/ Comprised/ 
Of distinguished knights of good society/ Formally dressed/ And riding 
fiery steeds/ Ask permission with hat in hand/ 20 children representing 
wasps/ Constitute the guard of honor/ Of the flag bearer/ That is preceded 
by 20 ladies/ Dressed as peacocks/ When 40 men in the choir bearing 
palms/ And artistically dressed up as poppies/ Open the allegory/ Of the 
floral palace/ Among electric lights” (Andrade, 2021, p. 68).
5  About Congonhas do Campo — another town of Minas Gerais —, with its 
famous rococó church and the Stations of the Cross chapels by Aleijadinho, 
Andrade wrote the poem “Sunset”: “In the mountain’s amphitheater/ Alei-
jadinho’s prophets/ Monumentalize the landscape/ The white domes of the 
Stations of the Cross/ And the upturned headdresses from the palm trees/ 
They are steps of the art of my country/ Where no one else has climbed// 
Soapstone Bible/ Bathed in the gold of the mines” (Andrade, 2021, p. 122)
6  Andrade, Oswald de. Obra Incompleta. Edited by Jorge Schwartz. São 
Paulo, Editora da Universidade de São Paulo, 2021, p. 109.
7  Andrade, Oswald de. “Manifesto of Pau-Brasil Poetry”. Translation by 
Stella M. de Sá Rego. Latin American Literary Review, Jan.-Jun., 1986, v. 14, 
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reversion of the century-long role played by Brazil as an exporter 
of raw material to foreign industries and importer of European 
cultural goods. Alternatively, according to this manifesto, the 
country could also export cultural goods. Furthermore, it is also 
outstanding here that for Oswald de Andrade, Brazil, could be 
understood by the rest of the world as a perfect synthesis of the 
most modern features of contemporary Western cultures and the 
elements of the wholly untouched natural environment:

Merely Brazilians of our time. The necessary of chemistry, 
mechanics, economy and ballistics. Everything assimilated. 
Without cultural meetings. Practical. Experimental. Poets. 
Without bookish reminiscences. Without supporting compar-
isons. Without ontology. Barbarous, credulous, picturesque 
and tender. Readers of newspapers. Pau-Brasil. The forest and 
the school. The National Museum. Cuisine, ore and dance. 
Vegetation. Pau-Brasil.8

This final part of the Manifesto of Pau-Brazil Poetry prepared 
Oswald de Andrade’s second and much more edgy ideological 
statement associated with his literary creation: The “Anthropoph-
agous’ Manifesto,” from 1928, which inaugurated the “anthro-
pophagic” phase of his intellectual production. 

The idea of the connection between avant-garde art and 
human-eating practices was not at that time properly new: Fran-
cis Picabia had already published his Manifeste Cannibale, which 
first appeared in Dada n°7 – DADAphone, in March of 1920.9 Fur-
thermore, he also published, still in 1920, the two-issue Dadaist 
magazine Cannibale, in which there is a collection of aphorisms 
by various artists linked to the French Dada movement.

While Picabia’s statements of this kind, in which cannibalism was 
highly metaphorically alluded to and very abstractly conceived, 

n. 27, Brazilian Literature (Jan. – Jun. 1986), p. 184-187, p. 185.
8  Andrade, 1986, p. 187.
9  Picabia, Francis. “Manifeste Cannibale”. Dadaphone, n. 7, Paris, march 
1920.

in the short story book Gli amori futuristi — programmi di vita con 
varianti a scelta (Futurist Loves — Life Programs with Variants of 
your Choice), published in 1922, by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, 
references to cannibalism are explicit. In this book, there are at 
least three short stories displaying crude scenes of people hav-
ing been eaten: One of these, ”Il negro” (“The Black man”), is a 
terrible, racist narrative in which an Afro-American is the victim 
of cannibalism, perpetrated by a bored white woman, who had 
savage sex with him before she ate his flesh. Also in “La guancia” 
(“The Cheek”), a couple’s exacerbated sexuality culminates with 
a scene of vampirism, in which the woman drinks her partner’s 
blood. Finally, in “La carne congelata” (“The Frozen Flesh”), a 
soldier brings the salted corpse of his beloved to the war, where 
he eats her flesh piece by piece. Besides Picabia’s and Marinet-
ti’s “cannibalistic” approach, one could look back even to Apolli-
naire’s Calligrammes, whose poem “Sur les prophéties” (“On the 
Prophecies”) explicitly refers to a case of cannibalism in Oceania. 

As a matter of fact, concerning the direct influence of the canni-
balistic approaches by the European avant-garde on Oswald de 
Andrade, the same Blaise Cendrars, whose intervention was deci-
sive to the writing of Pau-Brazil Poetry, appears as another author 
also interested in the phenomenon of human-eating. Especially 
in his Anthologie Négre (Au Sans Pareil, 1927), there are plenty 
of references to cannibalism. Indeed, among the 108 short nar-
ratives collected from many African tribal societies (soubirja, 
vassouro, ba-kalong, peuhl, and soninké, among others), there 
are many tales in which people are eaten either by other humans 
or animals or even anthropomorphic vegetal beings (Cendrars, 
1947, passim). It is uncertain whether getting familiar with this 
exciting material from African tales drove Cendrars “in the oppo-
site direction to his destination”. However, it certainly strength-
ened Oswald de Andrade’s awareness of Brazil’s non-European 
cultural heritage.

Nevertheless, considering all these cases of praising cannibal-
ism by adepts of the noisiest artistic European avantgarde from 
the beginning of the twentieth century, for some literary critics, 
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such as Heitor Martins10, Oswald de Andrade was not an original 
creator but nothing more than a Brazilian disseminator of artistic 
fashions from Paris in the early twenties.11 Confronting this posi-
tion, Benedito Nunes states, however, that it would be a mistake 
not to acknowledge the originality of Andrade’s literary produc-
tion and his essential contribution to the self-assurance of the 
founders of an authentic Brazilian modernist culture:

We accept the main facts of the Oswaldian intellectual itiner-
ary and disagree with the interpretation according to which the 
1928 Anthropophagy reduces itself to the matrix of European 
cannibalism (the culinary-erotic model of Marinetti’s novels 
and the aggressive, anti-bourgeois model of Picabia’s Canni-
bal Manifesto) and that, therefore, Oswald de Andrade would 
present himself as a disseminator of “certain European exper-
imentalisms,” in what regards the function of his work in the 
modernist movement’s process.12

The most striking reason for Nunes’ position is that differently 
from European avant-garde artists, who had to look for cannibal-
istic inspiration as an oppositional attitude against the bourgeois 
values of Western societies in very distant cultural environments 
such as Africa or Oceania, Oswald de Andrade had only to look 
back at the ritual practices of the Brazilian aboriginal peoples, 
which included the ingestion of the flesh of their enemies also in 
the hope that the winners of a tribal war could assimilate their 
good qualities. Aiming at inspiration for the project of an authen-
tic Brazilian culture, Oswald de Andrade proposed that the cases 
in which Brazilian indigenous ate white European colonizers 
could be metaphorically understood as an operation of both con-
fronting their oppressive and violent actions in Brazil and the 

10  Cf. Martins, Heitor. Oswald de Andrade e outros. São Paulo: Conselho 
Estadual de Cultura, 1973, p. 33 et seq.
11  Martins, 1973, 11 et seq.
12  Nunes, Benedito. Oswald Canibal. São Paulo, Perspectiva, 1979, p. 13.

opportunity to assimilate their qualities that could be useful for 
the aboriginals own purposes. 

According to the proposed metaphor, Oswald de Andrade stated 
that Brazilian cultural producers should swallow some contents of 
foreign cultures and merge the best of them with topics of autoch-
thonic production to yield brand-new cultural goods that would 
fulfill both the avant-garde claim of innovation and the need to 
establish a genuinely Brazilian contemporary artistic production. 
The following passage of the “Anthropophagus Manifesto” shows 
the paratactic style of Oswald de Andrade’s writing and his pur-
pose of appropriating psychoanalytic concepts like sublimation 
and taboo to emphasize the intended qualities of a life free from 
the diseases of civilization:

struggle between what one might call Uncreated and the Crea-
ture – illustrated by the permanent contradiction of man and 
his Taboo. Daily love and capitalist modus vivendi. Anthro-
pophagy. Absorption of the sacred enemy. To turn him into 
totem. The human adventure. The earthly finality. However, 
only the pure elites managed to realize carnal anthropophagy, 
which carries inside the highest meaning of life and averts all 
the ills identified by Freud, the ills of catechism. What happens 
is not a sublimation of sexual instinct. It is the thermometric 
scale of anthropophagic instinct. Once carnal, it turns elective 
and creates friendship. If effective, love. If speculative, sci-
ence. It deviates, it transfers itself. We reach vilification. The 
low anthropophagy merged into the sins of catechism – envy, 
usury, calumny, murder. Plague of the so-called cultured and 
Christianized nations, that is what we are acting against. 13

What Andrade means by “[t]he struggle between what one might 
call Uncreated and the Creature” refers to the basic dilemma of 
human beings facing their finitude towards divinity and the pre-
existing world, which can be translated into the meaning of “the 
permanent contradiction of man and his Taboo” as well. Andrade 

13  Andrade, Oswald de. “Anthropophagic Manifesto”. Sibila Revista de 
poesia e crítica literária, 24 24, mar 2009.
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would see a contradiction also between “[d]aily love and capital-
ist modus vivendi”, referring to the reified way of life in capital-
ist societies as opposed to the potentiality of a rich affective life. 
Moreover, according to the anthropophagic viewpoint, enemies 
are sacred since conflict always implies a relationship of recog-
nition — in the Hegelian sense —, which, in the case of anthro-
pophagy, leads to the need to devour the contenders to absorb 
their attributes. This passage also enunciates one of the most 
important cultural, mental, and political procedures of anthro-
pophagy: to turn taboos into totems, meaning the liberation of 
what was repressed and subterranean, thus overcoming the arro-
gance of the Western World towards the rest of the planet. On the 
other hand, “[C]arnal anthropophagy,” containing “the highest 
meaning of life” and confronting “the ills of catechism”, means a 
kind of desublimation that “only the pure elites” — meaning the 
aboriginals’ chiefs — could fulfill. Furthermore, what Andrade 
calls “the thermometric scale of anthropophagic instinct” points 
to the several levels of sociability and culture which could be 
enhanced in a society ruled by the principles of anthropophagy: 
friendship, love, and science.

The breakdown of the coffee economy following the economic 
collapse all over the world at the end of the twenties also coin-
cided with the positioning of the Brazilian modernist artists, 
who had been united at the beginning of the decade around the 
renewal of the country’s culture, in opposite ideological fields. 
Consequently, Oswald de Andrade approached the left wing and 
joined the Brazilian Communist Party in 1931. All of Andrade’s 
activities as a journalist and writer in this decade turned more and 
more political in a traditional sense, and he tended to take some 
distance from the modernistic and avant-garde position assumed 
at the beginning of the twenties. An example of this then-new 
positioning is the two volumes of the novel Marco Zero (Ground 
Zero), which attempted to interpret the history of state São Paulo 
around the thirties in connection with the overcoming of the cof-
fee economy by the rising of industry and the strengthening of 
commerce due to the development of urban environments. It is 
however remarkable that in the second volume of this work, enti-

tled  Chão  (Ground), anthropophagy, considered at a historical 
distance, appears in one dialogue among characters of the novel 
as an exciting and fruitful consequence of Modernism: 

— Amid the modernist movement appeared something so 
rich and productive that until today allows several interpreta-
tions. Politically, Anthropophagy can be considered the first 
conscious reaction against the imperialisms that, until today, 
threatens our independence. Suffice it to say that it proposed 
a reformulation of the national calendar. Our first year would 
be the one of the devouring of Bishop Sardinha by the indians 
Caetés, in Bahia. 14

In the late forties and beginning of the fifties, however, with-
out leaving the left-wing position taken on some years before, 
Andrade resumed the idea of cultural anthropophagy, attempt-
ing to turn it further political in a different way. His project from 
then on was to establish it as a broader Weltanschauung, cover-
ing not only artistic matters but also political, ideological, and 
philosophical viewpoints. Since then, he nourished the project 
of becoming the founder of an anthropophagic philosophy that 
would have as sources not only Marxist, Nietzschean, and Freud-
ian viewpoints but also the inspiration of Brazilian aboriginal 
practices and cosmovision. 

From the two works of the early fifties which are especially signif-
icant concerning Andrade’s convictions of that time: The Crisis 
of Messianic Philosophy (A crise da filosofia messiânica —1950) 
and The March of the Utopias (A marcha das utopias —1953), the 
former can be considered the main inheritor of the anthropoph-
agy project. Already in the beginning of The Crisis of Messianic 
Philosophy, Andrade proposes a differentiation between can-
nibalism and anthropophagy, which reinforce the dissimilitude 
between the European cannibalistic avantgarde proposals and 
his own anthropophagic project: while the former is the mere act 
of eating human flesh — either for greed or for need —, the latter 

14  Andrade, Oswald de. Marco Zero II: Chão. São Paulo: Editora Globo, 
1991, p. 210.
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is associated with ritual practices of ancestors, through which, as 
already mentioned, the qualities of the eaten entity are absorbed 
by their eaters.

Another characteristic trait of Andrade’s concept of anthropoph-
agy displayed in this work is its inextricable link with matriarchy, 
whose immediate source for him was Friedrich Engels’ Origin of 
the Family, Private Property and the State. Nonetheless, he also 
knew that Engels’ inspiration on this topic came from Johann 
Jakob Bachofen.15 According to Andrade: “Everything is linked 
to the existence of two cultural hemispheres which divided his-
tory into matriarchy and patriarchy. The former is the world of 
primitive men, the latter of the civilized. The former produced an 
anthropophagic culture; the latter a messianic one”.16 As above 
mentioned, Andrade’s model of cultural anthropophagy incorpo-
rated Marx’s thought as a legacy of his previous communist activ-
ism, enriched with Nietzsche’s cultural critique and psychoana-
lytical topics coming directly from his reading of Freud’s writings 
on psycho-social matters, such as Totem and Tabu and Civiliza-
tion and Its Discontents among others.

For Andrade, while patriarchy, when analyzed under the light of 
Marxism, is above all a typical feature of class societies, matri-
archy, as a type of human sociability that predominated in the 
remote past of humankind, was a spontaneous form of commu-
nism, which, considered from a Freudian viewpoint, was freed of 
all neuroses that infest civilized people. From Nietzsche, Andrade 
took his relentless criticism of the enslaveds’ moral and the prev-
alence of the power of the sacerdotal cast throughout the history 
of civilization, associating it immediately with patriarchy. 

As a matter of fact, looking back to the etymology of the words 
related to the adjective “priestly” (“sacerdotal” in Portuguese), 

15  Cf. Andrade, Oswald de. “A crise da filosofia messiânica”. In: Uto-
pia antropofágica. São Paulo: Editora Globo, 2011a, p. 150-2 and passim; 
Bachofen, Johann Jakob. Das Mutterrecht. Eine Untersuchung über die 
Gynaikokratie der alten Welt nach ihrer religiösen und rechtlichen Natur. 
Stuttgart: Verlag von Krais & Hoffmann, 1861, passim.
16  Andrade, 2011a, p. 139.

Andrade realizes that it is composed of the Latin words “sacer” 
(sacred) and “otium” (leisure time), pointing to the fact that 
priests have been the social layer which was not submitted to 
exhausting labor, having had enough time to do what they liked 
to do. This indicates that, when otium should be no longer sacred 
or priestly, it could be a sign of freedom. It also points out that a 
new, liberating form of leisure could emerge after patriarchy — 
and priesthood — is overcome. According to Andrade:

In the super-technized world that announces itself, when the 
final barriers of patriarchy fall, human beings will be able to 
fatten up their innate laziness, mother of phantasy, invention, 
and love. Moreover, at the end of their prolonged state of nega-
tivity, they could give back to themselves, in the final synthesis 
between technics, which is civilization, and natural life, which 
is culture, their playing instinct. Over the faber, the viator, 
and the sapiens, the homo ludens will then prevail. They were 
calmly looking forward to devouring the planet by the impera-
tive of its cosmic destination.17

The reference to the homo ludens — the title of the book origi-
nally published in 1938 by Johan Huizinga — is remarkable since 
it points out the relevance of the play element in culture and 
society, and it has something to do with Andrade’s relentless cri-
tique of the priesthood, as already mentioned, due to the Nietzs-
chean inspiration. This criticism is also directed to Socrates as 
a paradigm of seriousness linked to obedience to the powers to 
be: “he represents the loss of the playful trait in the developed 
human being”.18 However, this is not something less relevant 
for Andrade’s “anthropophagic utopia” since he blames the real 
socialism of his time for having firmly incorporated some Socra-
tic elements instead of gradually stepping into a new and more 
exuberant form of sociability. According to him:

17  Andrade, 2011a, p. 145-6.
18  Andrade, 2011a, p. 162.
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But the world has changed. What used to be messianism, a 
phenomenon of chaos in the succession of conjunctural cri-
ses that finally yielded the structural crisis of the bourgeois 
regime, became stiff priesthood and immutable dogma in the 
URSS. (…) The phenomenon which gave birth to fascism set-
tled in the revolutionary heart of the URSS and produced the 
collapse of its high-ranking message.19

His viewpoint is that the socialism implanted in the Soviet Union 
was a continuation of patriarchy, having distanced itself from the 
ideal of establishing a new matriarchy, in which there would be a 
synthesis of the technological development accomplished during 
millennia of messianic-patriarchal domination with the sponta-
neous communism of the pre-history, marked by the prevalence 
of females. According to Andrade, this has consequences in the 
psychic attitude of individuals toward life and the world, which 
are related to some remarks he makes concerning the orthodox 
Freudian viewpoint in Psychoanalysis. To him, psychic suffering 
is not an individual matter but determined by social issues, and 
most psycho-pathologies — also dealt with by Freud — would dis-
appear in a non-phallocratic society: 

In a society in which the father figure has been replaced with 
the society figure, everything tends to change. The hostility 
against the individual father, which brings itself the natural 
sign of arbitrariness, disappears. Instead, in the matriarchy the 
sense of the tribal superego installs itself in the formation of 
adolescence. [§] In a matriarchal culture, what is transferred to 
the interior of the teenager is no longer the father-individuum 
hostile figure but the social group’s image.20

Moreover, in an anthropophagic society, the “group’s image” 
would always be positive, since, to Andrade, towards the exis-
tential position of human beings as finite and naturally deprived 
creatures, the aesthetic phenomena should be a vital part of their 

19  Andrade, 2011a, p. 191.
20  Andrade, 2011a, p. 200.

social and cultural life. As he puts it: “The human being is the ani-
mal who lives between two big toys — love, where he wins, death, 
where he loses. Because of this, he invented the visual arts, the 
poetry, the dance, the music, the theater, the circus, and finally 
the movies.”21 

Facing the two most influential geopolitical powers, at the time 
Andrade wrote The Crisis of Messianic Philosophy, on the one 
hand, the Soviet Union and, on the other, the United States of 
America, he adopted a position that today could be considered 
very polemic: the US, as a fully developed capitalist society, with 
a very prominent industry of entertainment and leisure, and 
despite its imperialist traits, anticipates for him much more per-
fectly what should be the essentially playful sociability he fore-
sees for his anthropophagic project: “But it is doubtless that is 
created in America the climate of the playful world and the cli-
mate of the technical world open to the future”.22

Nevertheless, this flirt with the playfulness of the North-Amer-
ican society, already prefigured in Andrade’s Anthropophagous 
Manifesto (cf. Andrade, 2009, passim), did not last too long, 
since in his work of 1953, The March of the Utopias, he changed 
the position displayed in The Crisis of the Messianic Philosophy. 
Indeed, he praised what he evaluated positively in Brazilian reli-
giosity as confronted with the economically developed countries 
of the North Hemisphere: “I believe that our religious culture is 
going to beat the icy Calvinist conception, which makes North 
America an inhuman land, one that threw out Charlie Chaplin 
and fosters McCarthy”.23

It is remarkable that in The March of the Utopias, contrasting 
with the Crisis of Messianic Philosophy, Anthropophagy is barely 
explicitly mentioned.24 However, it resounds continuously quietly 
in the background. Andrade’s focus was then the crucial conflict 

21  Andrade, 2011a, p. 202.
22  Andrade, 2011a, p. 203.
23  Andrade, 2011b, p. 223.
24  Cf. Andrade, Oswald de. “A marcha das utopias”. Utopia antropofágica. 
São Paulo, Editora Globo, 2011b, p. 296.
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from the XVIth century between Reformation and Counter-re-
form, whose culmination for him was the expulsion of the Neth-
erlanders from North-Eastern Brazil in the seventeenth century. 

Instead, the crucial confrontation for Andrade has historically 
occurred since the XVIth century between Reformation and 
Counter-reform, which in contemporary times could be taken as 
an anticipation of the North-South conflict:

When I speak of Counter-reform, I mean to establish a firm 
and immediate opposition to the arid and inhuman concept 
brought about by the Reformation that had as cultural area 
England, Germany, and the United States of America in par-
ticular. On the contrary, we Brazilians, champions of race and 
culture interbreeding, are the Counter-reform, even without 
God or cult. We are the realized utopia for good or evil, facing 
the mercenary and mechanical utilitarianism from the North. 
We are the caravel anchored in paradise or in the disgrace of 
the jungle; we are the flag raised on the farm. What we need is 
to get an identity and consolidate our lost psychic, moral, and 
historical contours.25

For Andrade, this ought not to be considered an abstract view-
point as long as, both ideologically and even militarily, the exis-
tence of Brazil displayed a counterpoint to the instrumentalist 
attitude in Europe since the XVIIth Century. Ideologically, due 
to the impact of the discovery of Brazil by the Portuguese at the 
beginning of the XVIth Century, that inspired the British Thomas 
More to formulate his Utopia, whose narrative would be based on 
the report of a certain Raphael Hythloday, who supposedly was 
one of the twenty-four men left by Americo Vespucio in New Cas-

25  Andrade, 2011b, p. 228.

tile, whose adventures continued throughout South America, in 
regions that could have been Brazil’s Southeastern.26

Another example of the Brazilian influence in the European fore-
sight of a better world is, according to Andrade, Michel de Mon-
taigne’s essay “Des Cannibales,” in which the author reported 
from “a man who had lived ten or twelve years in that other world 
which was discovered in our century, in the place where Ville-
gaignon landed, which he named ‘Antarctic France’”27, near Rio 
de Janeiro. As Montaigne commented on how the Tupinambas 
ceremoniously ate the bodies of their dead enemies, he evaluates 
cannibalism as relatively less perverse than some “barbarian” 
habits of XVIth-century Europe.

As for the military viewpoint, Andrade insists a lot on remem-
bering the defeat of the Netherlanders in North-Eastern Brazil 
in the XVIIth century, described by him as a “tremendous trash-
ing” on a mighty army of a protestant country, given by “negros, 
cafuzos, and deported people”28, who fought in honor of a typical 
Counter-reform society. For Andrade, the matriarchal heritage of 
the Brazilian contenders, which included not only white people 
of Portuguese ascendancy but also Afro-Brazilians and Aborigi-
nals, was decisive for the victory over the strongly armed and very 
well-trained Netherlanders:

In the Dutch War, a playful and lovely way of life won against 
a utilitarian and business-like concept. Brazil was composed of 
matriarchal races, which were not distant from the libertarian 
standpoints of Plato, More, and Campanella’s dreams. It was 
leisure time [otium] facing business [negotium]. Leisure time 

26  Cf. Morus, Thomas. A utopia. Translation by Luís Andrade. Rio de 
Janeiro: Ediouro, 1961, p. 31 et seq.
27  Montaigne, Michel de. Ensaios. Edição Integral. Translation and notes 
by Sérgio Milliet. São Paulo: Editora 34, 2018, p. 234.
28  Andrade, 2011b, p. 276.
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beat the rough and long Flamish conquest, based on the first 
profit and initial rising of the bourgeoisie.29

Although when Andrade wrote his “Anthropophagus’ Manifesto” 
and the subsequent writings on this topic, there were no discus-
sions on transculturality30, his anthropophagy appears today as 
a powerful proposal for the closest interpenetration of very dif-
ferent cultures, not only establishing a complete equivalence 
between them, thus confronting all kinds of Eurocentrism, but 
also claiming for a kind of historical compensation for the harms 
that Western colonizers inflicted on indigenous population all 
over the world. And the most important thing for us, researchers 
in the field of aesthetics and philosophy of art, is that Andrade’s 
proposal is underpinned by a strong aesthetic viewpoint that also 
incorporates social, ethical, and political elements.

29  Andrade, 2011b, p. 270.
30  In 1940 — twelve years after the Anthropophagus manifest —, the Cuban 
sociologist Fernando Ortiz proposed, in his book Contrapunteo cubano del 
tabaco y el azúcar, the related concept of Transculturación, whose scope 
was much more restricted than the current idea of transculturality. 
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On the Thresholds of 
Sense: Brazilian Rock Art 
as Liminal and Animate

Fiona Hughes
University of Essex

1. Introduction

In this paper I investigate how the concept of liminality can be 
illuminated by what I call ‘emergent sense’. A sensibility for lim-
inality is an awareness of the importance of transitions, relations 
and ambiguity. Due to their status as ‘in-between’, thresholds are 
places where liminality can arise. Emergent sense is a process of 
sense-making, focussed on relations, transitions and ambiguity in 
the ways we negotiate the ongoing development of sense, rather 
than on final conclusions.1 Emergence is the initial precondition 
of anything that has sense. Not all sense remains in the mode of 
emergence, but failing to attend to sense-making as a process 
could lead us to arrive at incorrect conclusions. Some artworks 
are capable of exemplifying emergent sense by holding us in an 
ongoing process of sense-making. In this paper I explore how the 
idea of emergent sense is shown up in various liminal phenom-
ena within the prehistoric rock art from Minas Gerais, Brazil and, 
at the same time, how that idea helps us better understand the 
power of that rock art.

The initial version of this paper started with something I knew 
fairly well — European prehistoric art, in particular, cave art — and 
progressed towards what I did not yet know but had the intention 

1  My use of the word ‘sense’ follows Merleau-Ponty (2002/1945) for whom 
‘sens’ is a way of making sense that starts in perception. For Merleau-Ponty 
all sensory perception is already oriented towards making sense and for this 
reason has meaning. 

https://391.org/manifestos/1920-manifeste-cannibale-dada-francis-picabia/
https://391.org/manifestos/1920-manifeste-cannibale-dada-francis-picabia/
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of coming to know–Brazilian prehistoric rock art. Then I visited 
sites in the state of Minas Gerais and found that I could not sim-
ply apply models with which I was already familiar. Faced with 
the Brazilian rock art I was privileged to experience due to the 
generosity of André Prous and his archaeological colleagues from 
the Federal University of Minas Gerais, I realised it was necessary 
to reverse my method. I needed to prioritise what I was coming 
to know over what I already knew.2 Why did I have to do this? I 
was faced with an explosion of emerging sense that demanded a 
different response and in the face of which I came to realise that 
turning to it only in a cautious finale for my paper was inadequate. 
The ‘old world’ phenomena with which I was familiar would still 
play a role, but as interlocutors not as foundation. 

Through my encounter with Minas Gerais rock art, I have become 
convinced it has a presence and demands a response adequate to 
it. This claim can be made, I believe, without falling into anthro-
pomorphic projection or mystification. Artefacts have a presence 
in the world that goes beyond both the intentions of their makers 
and the interpretations of their audience, while not being wholly 
independent of either. On occasion, the affective power of an 
artwork is such that it is not excessive to say that we are face-to-
face with something animate, something that takes on ‘a life of 
its own’. Taking up ideas of the anthropologist Viveiros de Castro 
regarding agency and personhood in Amerindian Animism, I pro-
pose that an artwork qualifies as animate when it opens up possi-
bilities of experience in distinctive ways. 

In my exploration of how Minas Gerais rock art brings emergent 
expression to the fore I am undoubtedly going to get some things 
wrong. But I will also try to get as much as possible right. I owe 
this to the rock art, as well as to its experts. Indeed, I take this to 
be the demanding standard set by any research that recognises 
its own experimental status. In various ways, as you may have 

2  See Merleau-Ponty (2010, 177-190) These notes from his course at the 
Collège de France on Passivity (1954-5) reveal his fascination with Freud’s 
Dora as a case study in being ‘ready-to-know’, by which he means being on 
the threshold between knowing and not knowing. See Hughes 2013. 

already gathered, this paper is not only about emergent sense but 
is an exercise in emergent sense. 

2. Culture on the threshold of nature

In this section I discuss ways in which rock art from Minas Gerais 
is liminal in its relations with nature. Firstly, I discuss some ways 
in which it occupies a liminal position vis à vis the surrounding 
natural environment. I go on to examine ways in which it incor-
porates natural features of the rock face within the artwork’s con-
tent. While the position of this rock art clearly had significance as 
a background condition, intentionally taking up natural features 
shows that it thrived on the emergence of sense at the threshold 
with nature. 

Peruaçu is a vast natural park in the north-east of the state of 
Minas Gerais, near the border with the northern Brazilian coastal 
state of Bahia. It has an array of decorated prehistoric rock shel-
ters, with artwork dating from 12,000 years ago (BP or Before 
Present) to 2,000 BP. The word abrigo in Portuguese--like abri in 
French and ‘rock-shelter’ in English—signals that these sites gave 
protection. The visitor can see for herself that the spatial context 
was significant for the rock art at the time of its creation. 

Archaeologists have established that these rock shelters were not 
permanent resting places. The peoples who occupied these sites 
were nomadic hunter-gatherers who most probably moved in 
circuits, returning seasonally to the same places. Their sense of 
spatiality was almost certainly circuitous rather than linear. The 
shelters would have been inhabited at specific times of the year, 
for instance, when the waters of the rivers rose in the hot rainy 
season and the cooler air higher up would have been especially 
welcome. 

The shelter would not have served as a complete retreat from 
the demands of the everyday world: it was necessary to continue 
with subsistence activities during extended periods of its occu-
pation. However, the shelter offered a spatial parenthesis where 
something specific occurred. During periods spent at the shelter 
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everyday life would have been temporarily expanded beyond its 
normal limits so as to include practices not otherwise possible, 
primarily painting on rock, but perhaps also other associated cer-
emonies. Such a combination of discontinuity and continuity—in 
this case with life patterns away from the shelter—is character-
istic of a threshold, at which transitions can take place. Archae-
ologists consider that rock painting was part of a wider range of 
artistic activity, including body painting and decoration of every-
day objects such as ceramics and tools. These, presumably, were 
ongoing at all times. Within this wider range, painting on rock 
would have stood out as indexed to a particular place and time: a 
place where time took on different rhythm and quality, laden with 
symbolic meaning. 

The first way in which these shelters were liminal in relation to 
nature was through their relation to the surrounding environ-
ment. The exceptionalism of such places—their parenthetical sig-
nificance—corresponds to their parenthetical position hanging 
out into the surrounding environment. High up on the rock face 
they always have a view over surrounding countryside, which is 
already impressive in its natural formations. The prehistoric vege-
tation would have been different from what we see now. The tree-
trunks would probably have been broader, making views of the 
countryside differently spaced, but the geology remains the same. 
These hanging balconies were liminal spaces reaching out into 
and at the same time implicitly framing the surrounding country-
side in unique ways. The rock-shelter also acted as a frame for the 
rock art inscribed on its surface. This was no minimalist ‘white 
cube’, as the art and its situation are intrinsically inter-related, 
just as the shelter is a continuation of the spatial configurations of 
the surrounding landscape.

A further liminal aspect of their relation to their environment 
arises when rock-shelters are positioned at the entrance to deep 
caves.3 Archaeologists have established that caves hidden deep in 

3  The most dramatic example is at Janelão.

the rock at Peruaçu were neither occupied nor decorated with art.4 
Artwork is exclusively positioned on the rock face at the threshold 
of the caves. But this is not to say that such deep caves played no 
role in the significance of the shelter and its artwork. A view into 
the vestibules of deep caves would have been the volte face of 
the view onto the surrounding countryside. And these deep caves 
are often furnished with spectacular limestone formations – sta-
lactites and stalagmites, some of which form huge pillars when 
an upward directed stalagmite meets a downward directed sta-
lactite. It is difficult to think that such dramatic views of nature 
inside the rock—visible yet on the brink of being hidden within 
the rock-mass—would not have made an impression and played a 
role in the significance of the rock art and its mode of expression 
as an ongoing exchange with nature.5 

The second way in which rock art stands in a liminal relation with 
nature is the way in which it incorporates features of the relief 
of the rock—for instance, textures, fissures, indentations and 
colours—as part of its expressive content. In doing so, rock art 
operates across thresholds between culture and nature. There is 
practically nowhere at Peruaçu where the relief of the rock does 
not contribute in some way to the paintings. It is often as if the 
art were a response to the potentialities of the rock, enhancing 
what could be considered proto-engraving or sculpture—complex 
natural fissures, ledges and overhangs—and proto-painting—the 
vibrant natural colours of the rock. It may be that certain surfaces 
were chosen because the ‘work’ was considered as having already 
been started in or by the rock. It is practically never the case that 
plane surfaces were chosen for decoration. In support of this gen-
eral thesis, I offer two examples of widespread phenomena. The 

4  Rock art from different periods and different regions in Brazil have been 
found in caves.
5  Certainly, the shelters had a practical role as protection and would have 
been chosen in part for that reason. But we can be confident that the every-
day lives of these people did not separate off functionality from symbolic 
significance. This is evident from the shelters’ intertwining of the practical 
and the symbolic: they are sheltered places and they are intensively painted. 
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first is the use of features of the rock for framing art, while the sec-
ond is the repetition of natural marks within the repertoire of art. 

Janelão is one of the most visited rock shelters in Peruaçu. To the 
extreme left of a long expanse of rock painting a small natural 
overhang has been deployed for artistic effect. Underneath the 
canopy afforded by the overhang are two minimalist anthropo-
morphs painted in yellow. These figures are simple outlines but 
they are not rigid. One is curved around the other, in the position 
of ‘spooning’ i.e., the two figures are portrayed facing in the same 
direction with the front of one body pressing against the back of 
the other. Both bodies are gently curved with their arms bent, 
emphasising their embrace. The head of the embracing figure is a 
miniscule orb, while the head of the embraced figure is a slightly 
more extended oval. Although both heads are small and minimal 
in style, this difference in detail adds to the sense that they are 
distinct from one another and could also suggest movement. To 
the left of the figures, also painted in yellow, is a vegetal form, per-
haps a tree or a fern. Across a short gap to the right—still within 
the arc of the overhang which now turns downwards—is an elon-
gated shape made up of two ovular expanses connected by a nar-
row strip, all in red. On top of the upper red oval is a long stripe 
of yellow. A very similar red form made up of two interconnected 
ovals, without the stripe of yellow, is found beneath the ‘spoon-
ing’ figures. Further to the left of the figures and just beyond the 
plant-form, the natural rock provides a downward directed ledge, 
which with the horizontal overhang above and its downward 
curve to the right makes three sides of a frame. The natural rock of 
the lefthand side of the frame is bright in colour in contrast to the 
surrounding rock’s mixture of dark grey, red and mid-grey. The 
fairly smooth surface of the lefthand frame is decorated with lines 
of yellow dots. The natural frame continues downwards and wid-
ens out below the decorated smooth ledge through fissures of the 
rock. Within the lower part of the frame there is a circular shape 
and several cross-like forms perhaps vegetal or anthropomorphic, 
all painted in red. The next panel to the right—beyond the limit of 

the frame just described—combines striking non-figurative forms 
in yellow and red along with what could be vegetal forms. 

Abrigo do Janelão, National Park of Peruaçu, Brazil. 
Exhibits liminality of nature and art.
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What can be derived from the detailed description of this panel? 
If, as I have suggested, the panel with the embracing figures can 
be described as ‘framed’, it does not have a definitive fourth side. 
Nonetheless, the frame institutes a local community of shapes and 
figures set apart from the adjacent panel by features of the rock. 
It seems possible that the prominent horizontal overhang was 
seen as an invitation to place forms underneath it. The overhang 
causes a strong shadow and would have provided protection from 
extreme sunlight, while visually emphasising what lies beneath 
it. Viewing the overhang in relation to the paintings beneath 
leads us to focus more closely on relations within the rock face 
itself, between horizontal and vertical fissures in the rock. While 
features in the rock serve as a frame showing off the paintings, 
the paintings also show off the complexity of the features of the 
rock which can be seen as providing a micro-shelter within the 
rock-shelter. Of course, we cannot tell the precise significance of 
the incorporation of such overhangs—there are several at Jana-
lao as well as elsewhere at Peruaçu—but it is indisputable that the 
artists took up opportunities afforded by features of the relief of 
the rock, making symbolic or cultural capital from natural fea-
tures. The use of overhangs and ledges as frames is liminal not 
only in deploying natural thresholds but in showing off thresholds 
between nature and culture within the artwork.6 

Another example of the incorporation of relief is found at Abrigo 
do Indio in Peruaçu.7 The horizontality of the arrangement of 
paintings, both figurative and abstract, is striking. Further exam-
ination reveals that the natural rock is already marked by hori-
zontal lines along which the art is positioned almost like notes 
on musical staves. The paintings—whether intentionally or not—
seem to decorate what was already there in the rock–its horizon-

6  Prous discusses a comparable way in which Minas Gerais rock art deploys 
features of the rock to frame paintings. At Desenhos and Lapa do Elias rel-
atively flat expanses of rock surrounded by rougher surfaces are densely 
decorated with designs and schematic anthropomorphic figures. Prous calls 
these ‘windows’. (Prous 2007, 40) 
7  It is likely this rock shelter has the oldest habitation dates at Peruaçu. 
Datings for its paintings are anticipated soon.

tal lines. The strong correlation between artistic distribution and 
geological linearity makes it probable that the positioning of the 
art was influenced by the rock. 

Looking more closely at natural markings—especially higher up 
on the rock face of the shelter—we can observe natural circular 
indentations along with many series of short vertical indenta-
tions. Nearby and throughout the panels are many painted short 
lines that look very similar in shape to these natural indentations, 
almost making one wonder if the latter could be engravings. (They 
are not.) There are also some painted dots. One series of short red 
lines immediately under a high overhang is surmounted by a row 
of red dots. Just to the right is a dense concentration of short verti-
cal lines and dots, all natural features of the rock. The use of dots 
is frequent in Minas Gerais rock art, especially at Cocais, where 
André Prous considers it possible that they occupy a distinctive 
intermediary level between a first layer of deer and a third layer 
of jaguar. (Simões, Motta & Prous 1987)

Abrigo do Indio, National Park of Peruaçu, Brazil. 
Exhibits liminality of nature and art.
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Could linear and circular indentions in the rock, as exemplified 
at Indio, have inspired the production of painted lines and dots? 
Potential support for this speculative suggestion comes from 
some intriguing archaeological evidence. The most ancient rock 
marks established in Minas Gerais are engravings of incised lines 
and dots on a fallen block at Lapa do Boquete. These have been 
radio-carbon dated to between 10,000 and 11,000 years ago, cor-
rected to 13,000 BP in calendar years.8 Given the pervasiveness 
of natural lines and circular marks in the local rock, it is at least 
possible that the earliest Minas Gerais rock art was inspired by 
decoration that appeared to be in the rock itself and that this imi-
tation of nature was continued within ensuing traditions. 

Dots and short lines—sometimes called ‘batons’—have a long 
history in global prehistoric rock art. Dots—some miniscule, oth-
ers quite large—are found throughout European late Palaeolithic 
art, for instance, in the final chamber at El Castillo in Cantabria, 
Spain, as well as near the entrance to the Salon Noir at Niaux in 
the French Pyrenees and on the horses of Pêche-Merle in the Lot, 
to name but a few striking examples. As Prous has remarked, dots 
are one of the simplest artistic gestures. Indeed, one of the dots 
at El Castillo is considered to be a possible example of Neander-
thal art, dating to at least 40,000 BP. Does this mean we should 
understand the making of circular marks in Minas Gerais as a 
continuation of a long-standing artistic tradition, rather than aris-
ing from a liminal relation between art and nature? 

But the pervasiveness of dots in early prehistoric art need not rule 
out that liminal relations between art and nature played a role. 
Indeed, it seems likely the two were inter-connected and that this 
is characteristic of the prehistoric period, despite important geo-
graphic and temporal variations. One example is cup-marks—cir-
cular indentations almost like bowls—which are found in Europe 
from the Neanderthal era through to the Neolithic. These are 
often continuations of natural marks in the rock. It is not sur-
prising that peoples standing in such close relationship for their 
survival ‘read’ natural phenomena closely and saw themselves as 

8  Personal communication from André Prous. 

interacting with those phenomena. It is likely that their self-un-
derstanding entailed such close reading of—as well as a creative 
response to—nature.9 

In this section I first examined how the choice of site for Minas 
Gerais painted rock shelters shows an implicit sensibility for spa-
tial liminality in the selection of rock-shelters as balconies hang-
ing out into the surrounding landscape. In the second part of this 
section, I have discussed how geological features—for instance, 
micro-ledges at Janelão, as well as natural lines and circles in the 
rock at Indio—were intentionally incorporated within the expres-
sive content of rock art. This inclusion of aspects afforded by the 
rock, I have argued, shows that a potentiality for emergent sense 
was discovered on thresholds between nature and culture. 

3. Thresholds of Perception

Perception plays an important role in modern Aesthetics as it has 
been constructed within western philosophy. Perception includes 
liminal phenomena operating across thresholds, such as con-
trasts between light and dark as well as relations between the visi-
ble and the invisible. (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 1968) In this section I 
examine to what extent liminal perceptual phenomena contribute 
to Minas Gerais rock art and its potentiality for emergent sense. 

Minas Gerais rock art is perceived under shifting lighting effects 
on thresholds between light and dark. Bright light does not always 
make visible, for it can also be blinding with the result that paint-
ings cannot be seen clearly because of strong light at certain times 
of the day. When we visited Serra do Cipo in central Minas Gerais 
we arrived rather later than was optimal for viewing conditions, 
while we had to return to Janelão in Peruaçu later in the day in 
order to be able to see paintings more distinctly. We cannot doubt 
that rock artists will have been aware of ways in which lighting 
effects contributed to the visibility of paintings. The survival of 

9  For discussion of similar cooperation between nature and art in late 
Palaeolithic cave art, See Hughes 2021.
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these peoples depended on close observation of changing light-
ing effects, for instance the visibility of prey and predators during 
hunting. It is unimaginable that they did not also closely observe 
lighting effects in relation to artworks in which they had invested 
so much time and effort. They would have been aware that paint-
ings emerged and withdrew perceptually under different lighting 
conditions. However, while I am convinced that awareness of 
lighting was a background condition of Minas Gerais rock art, I 
do not know of paintings or engravings that were positioned so as 
only to be seen in particular lighting conditions, which would have 
made lighting a component part of the contents of the rock art. 

In contrast, it seems highly likely that late Palaeolithic art in caves 
was constructed with an awareness of the way in which flicker-
ing lighting effects afforded by torches and oil lamps—the only 
lighting available in deep caves—contributed to how paintings 
and engravings were seen. Guides are often able to show how 
elements of cave art can only be seen when such lighting effects 
are simulated. Figures were designed to be seen in flickering 
light. For instance, animal figures seem to have been designed so 
as to simulate movement in flickering light, which, as I will dis-
cuss below, also produced missing elements in conjunction with 
shadow. [Groenen 2016 ; Pettit 2016 ] 

Shadows are liminal insofar as they can appear to be objects even 
though they are nothing other than absences of light. Within 
Minas Gerais rock art only shadows cast by outcrops of rock could 
qualify as evidence that shadows were incorporated within its 
content. There can be no doubt that rock artists were aware of 
shadows. Access to shade is essential for survival especially in hot 
climates. It is highly unlikely they were unaware of the ambiguity 
of shadows operating as a presence that under different conditions 
becomes absent. However, we cannot know how they saw rela-
tions between shadows and rock art. It is possible that the shadow 
cast by the small overhang at Janelão discussed in the last section 
was crucial for its role as a framing device. If this were right, the 
casting of shadow would be part of the contents and not just the 
background conditions of that rock art panel. The shadow cast by 
the overhang is prominent, so this may be the case. However, we 

cannot tell whether they saw this or other shadows cast on rock 
art panels as anything other than background lighting effects. 

Within late Palaeolithic cave art there is good evidence of frequent 
intentional use of shadows. An engraving of a bovine figure at 
Combarelles in the French Dordogne is headless, yet the shadow 
projected by a bump in the rock—when viewed with the flicker-
ing light of a torch or oil lamp—supplies the missing body-part. 
This is just one example among many. Perhaps the most striking 
example of the use of shadow in the late Palaeolithic is the ‘bison-
man’ at El Castillo, Cantabria, Spain. A natural rock formation 
required only minimal sculpting to present the figure of a bison. 
The shadow cast by the adjusted rock-form completes the ‘work’ 
so that the bison is transformed into an anthropomorphic figure.10 

An example of incorporation of perceptual phenomena—rela-
tions between the visible and the invisible as well as potentially 
between the seen and the hidden—is found at Newgrange passage 
tomb in Ireland, which dates to the Western Europe Neolithic 
around 5,000 BP. Passage tombs are defined by a long passage 
leading to a final chamber. Newgrange is famous for its deco-
rated perimeter dominated by spiral forms, which are also found 
in many other Neolithic sites in Ireland, Scotland and, in partic-
ular, Orkney. Newgrange is a leading example of the positioning 
of passage tombs in relation to cosmological lighting events, most 
importantly the rising or setting of the sun, with its determining 
role in the ongoing procession of seasonal change. Newgrange is 
oriented to the rising sun at the Winter Solstice which in the north-
ern hemisphere is 21st December. On this date the light of the sun 
falls on the back wall of the tomb at the end of the long passage, 
illuminating—if weather conditions allow—otherwise practically 
invisible spiral engravings that echo but also contrast with the 
constantly visible designs on the perimeter stones. The tomb is 
a celebration of the re-emergence of light on the shortest day of 

10  This is often referred to as a ‘shaman’. However, despite widespread 
popular interest, very few figures of potential Shamans are to be found in 
the European Late Palaeolithic. 
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the year. The winter solstice is a crucial turning point when after 
months with progressively shorter days, the light begins to return 
and days get longer. The contrast between outer decoration that 
was always visible even from afar and an inner decoration that was 
almost invisible except at a crucial solar event cannot have been 
by chance. Newgrange is a monument that celebrates a threshold 
that was crucial both symbolically and practically, for it marked 
the possibility of regrowth and the anticipated end of winter.

Another feature is not so well known and establishes the impor-
tance of the threshold between the seen and the hidden at New-
grange. (O’Kelly 1973) The long passage of the tomb is to all 
intents and purposes undecorated. Above the ceiling of the pas-
sage, however, implanted into the surrounding mound of the 
tomb are decorations that cannot be seen. These decorations hid-
den in the ceiling of the passage are always invisible in contrast 
both to the highly visible decoration which surrounds the passage 
tomb to the spirals seen only at Winter Solstice. While the deco-
rations outside the tomb proclaim its presence and exhibit that it 
is there to be seen and the decoration at the end of the passage 
announces a special occasion when what is usually invisible is 
finally visible, the decoration hidden in the ceiling of the passage 
can never be seen and yet is present. Whether its presence was 
generally known beyond a select few is impossible—at least for 
now—to prove. We can, however, be confident that the presence 
of this hidden art was known by its makers and that it is probable 
that their actions were sanctioned by the community. It is highly 
improbable that this was an act of graffiti or the casual re-use of 
an already marked stone at the whim of errant individuals, given 
it was implanted in such a prominent position and that the very 
building of the passage tomb was almost certainly considered a 
highly significant ceremonial act for the community. This hidden 
art operated on the borders of what was not seen, yet had been 
seen (by some) and could (in principle) be seen again. Given the 
thought and effort that must have gone into implanting this dec-
oration into the mound, it seems likely that its ambiguous pres-
ence played a role—perhaps an important role—in the symbolic 
power of the tomb as a whole. A peculiar power could have arisen 

exactly because it hovered on a threshold between the seen and 
unseen, between the visible and the hidden. It is surely unlikely 
that the architect-builders did not find some significance in the 
convergence of a flamboyant exterior dominating the whole sur-
rounding countryside with a hidden interior decoration. Their 
awareness of the liminal is evident as the tomb is set up so as to 
show off something that is almost never seen, the spiral designs 
in the chamber at the end of the passage. The design implanted in 
the mound is a liminality that, once it has been hidden, occupies a 
threshold only accessible in imagination and memory and yet it is 
present. In this way it is likely the hidden art adds another degree 
of liminality to the contrast between visible and invisible around 
which the construction of this monument is evidently organised. 

In this section I have examined whether or not Minas Gerais rock 
art integrates perceptual liminality into its contents. In contrast 
to late Palaeolithic cave art and to passage tomb culture from the 
European Neolithic, I have not uncovered evidence for the active 
incorporation of perceptual liminality within rock art. The over-
hang at Janelão discussed in the last section, could qualify as an 
exception if the casting of its shadow was considered an essen-
tial part of the way in which natural features of the rock provide 
a frame organising the arrangement of the painted figures. How-
ever, this is impossible to prove. Perhaps there are further exam-
ples comparable to those from the late Palaeolithic and the Euro-
pean Neolithic. I have no doubt that Minas Gerais rock artists 
had a sensibility for a number of perceptual liminal phenomena, 
such as how the rock shelter was seen from elsewhere as project-
ing out into the surrounding landscape, as well as how the shelter 
provided a very specific perceptual vantage point arising from its 
liminal position. I also have no doubt they were attuned to dra-
matic variations in visibility arising from differing intensities of 
light, to the contrast between bright days and nights contrasting 
profound darkness with spectacular skyscapes, as well as to how 
shadows could appear as objects. What I have not been able to 
prove is thatsuch perceptual liminalities contributed to the con-
tents of Minas Gerais rock art and its emergent sense. 
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4. Superimpositions as thresholds 
of emergent sense 

Superimpositions have the function within archaeology of estab-
lishing chronological order and relative dating. Simply put, what-
ever is underneath came first in time. As one archaeologist put it: 
‘When I hear superimpositions, I hear chronology.’ Superimposi-
tions in art, like natural sedimentations, are crucial for archaeol-
ogy as a discipline capable of establishing temporally distinguish-
able data. I will argue, however, that the superimposition of rock 
art paintings also reveals relationality within an ongoing emer-
gence of sense. Insofar as earlier layers are left visible, superim-
positions allow for recognition of thresholds between present and 
past. Even when the newer layer is not directly on top of what lies 
underneath, juxtapositions leaving space around earlier paint-
ings and recapitulations of themes can uncover relations between 
layers of production. These too belong to ‘superimposition’ in the 
broad sense of relations between layers. 

i. The relational significance of superimpositions

Superimpositions are very common in Minas Gerais rock art and 
are still used as the principal evidence for the relative chronology 
of cultures (‘traditions’) and subcultures (‘styles’).11 When one 
form is on top of another, what went before was mostly not cov-
ered over to the extent it could not be seen. One example is of a 
small deer hidden but still visible within a jaguar at Serra do Cipó.12 

Successive choices among colours are very important for the 
identification of superimpositions in Minas Gerais. At Serra do 
Cipó paintings are attributed to the Plano Alto tradition and reli-

11  This is despite the development of many modern high-tech procedures 
such as thermoluminescence, in addition to radiocarbon dating which can 
only be used when sufficient carbon isotopes are available.
12  The temporal order has not yet been established. (Prous personal 
communication.)

ably dated to between 3.9 and 4.4 thousand years ago.13 Initial 
paintings are red and predominantly of deer and fish, while those 
from the second layer are yellow and comprise mostly signs, for 
instance, ‘batons’ (short sticks). Paintings in the third layer are 
black schematic figures, both anthropomorphic and animal. The 
fourth layer is made up of small schematic anthropomorphic fig-
ures as well as geometric signs. Prous uses Serra do Cipó as a ped-
agogic demonstration of chronological order through analyses of 
differentiation in patina and exfoliation in the rock surface. 

The usefulness for chronology of superimpositions can distract 
from the obvious truth that superimpositions must have been sig-
nificant for them: there was an importance in painting or engrav-
ing in places that were already decorated. The pervasiveness of 
superimpositions was certainly not motivated by a lack of space 
as vast expanses of easily accessible rock were left undecorated. 
Superimposition as a practice was clearly intentional. While it 
would be premature to interpret the meaning of specific super-
impositions, it is possible to establish at least one element of their 
more general significance. A superimposition is a relation with 
something from the past—something ‘already there’—however 
indeterminate its temporal distance.14 

ii. Obliteration or transition? 

André Prous has argued that superimpositions in Minas Gerais 
rock art sometimes operate as a form of respect insofar as later 
artists do not interfere with what is already there, choosing, for 
instance, adjacent positions not overlapping with previous art. 
This contrasts with what he calls a ‘neutral’ approach ‘when they 
painted over them without suppressing them’ and ‘a “negative” 

13  This is one of the first detailed datings for Brazilian rock art. The earlier 
date is based on a block that fell off the rockface into a datable sediment 
before 4.4 thousand years ago. The more recent date comes from the car-
bon dating for a fireplace beneath this block, carbon-dated to after 3.9 thou-
sand years ago. (Prous personal communication.) 
14  I have argued elsewhere that late Palaeolithic superimpositions reveal an 
awareness of temporal relations between present and past. (Hughes 2021)
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way, when old figures are destroyed and replaced with new ones’. 
[Seda and Prous, 1987, 181] Independently of Prous, in Hughes 
2021 I have argued with reference to Palaeolithic cave art that 
even superimpositions painted on top of what went before can 
operate as a form of respect insofar as both layers are at least 
partially visible. I do not deny that some superimpositions could 
operate as a rejection of what came before. However, in what fol-
lows, I argue that even they stand in some relation to what was 
‘already there’. 

A cluster of potential counter-examples to my relational read-
ing of superimpositions is to be found at Desenhos, Janalao and 
Boquete (all within Peruaçu). At each of these rock-shelters a 
group of painted animal figures is over-painted by red pigment, 
on top of which are engraved a new set of animal figures.15 (Prous 
2002 and personal communication) The artists ‘cleaned the sur-
face by covering it with a red painted layer’. (Isnardis and Prous 
2013, 334) This sounds like an outright rejection or obliteration 
of what went before, thus potentially undermining my relational 
reading of superimpositions. One consideration, however, is that 
the Desenhos tradition seems to have been distinctive from other 
Minas Gerais traditions which are the main focus of this paper. 
Isnardis and Prous 2013 argue that Desenhos culture rock-art 
does not enter into relations with previous rock-art cultures, in 
distinction from the most recent stage of earlier Sao Francisco 
rock-art culture where intercultural interactions are pervasive. 
Nonetheless, the Desenhos culture offers an example of how 
superimpositions could be resistant to relationality. 

I believe, however, there may be a way of interpreting even the 
use of red paint within the Desenhos culture such that it need 
not be understood as an outright rejection of what went before. 
Two compositions at Boquete in Peruaçu are diagnostic for my 

15  These compositions belong to the Desenhos tradition which came late in 
the succession of rock art traditions at Peruacu and follow the Sao Francisco 
tradition which I discuss in the next section. 

alternative reading.16 The first is in the upper part of the rock shel-
ter, to the right of the area referred to as the ‘salon’. A coat of red 
pigment covers an earlier group of painted animal figures and 
is sandwiched between them and some subsequent engravings, 
also of animals. In contrast, at the end of the ‘salon’, there is a 
group of similar engravings without either an underlying expanse 
of red or prior paintings. It is only where engravings are preceded 
by paintings that red layers occur.

Were the intention of the red pigment simply to obliterate what 
went before, we might have expected red pigment blocking out 
previous figures without anything engraved on top. While we can-
not determine the exact intentions lying behind these red layers, 
the fact that they only arise when paintings precede and engrav-
ings succeed, may support an alternative view namely, that red 
was used as intermediary, that is, as a transition between what 
was already there and what came after. A degree of effacement 
may have been intended, but some relation to what went before 
may also have been operative. So even if the later engravings were 
the coup de grace following the red layer, this putative rejection 
operates through a dynamic between relating and not-relating.17 

iii. Superimpositions as cultural memory

Regardless of whether my alternative interpretation of the red 
layers from the Desenhos tradition is tenable for these particular 
cases, understanding superimpositions more generally as tran-
sitional can be further developed as a form of cultural memory. 
The act of superimposition was intentional. This is clear from the 
pervasiveness of superimpositions in Minas Gerais rock-art. To 
superimpose something on top of something else while leaving it 
visible is to enter into a relation with it. The new layer and the old 
layer relate over a threshold because they are seen ambiguously 
at the same time. In this way the new layer not only is—but also 

16  I am grateful to André Prous for the information on which my proposal 
is based.
17  While I cannot develop the idea here, my relational approach is one that 
includes negative relating. 
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makes visible—a transition between what was already there and 
what has now been added. This showing up of a transition is a 
relation between present and past as a form of cultural memory. 

Comparable to the hidden art in the passage at Newgrange in Ire-
land, it is possible that the act of covering over at Desenhos, Jana-
lao and Boquete can also be understood in this way. The use of 
red may have been a way of making a significant memorial mark. 
Red is a highly significant colour throughout prehistory, often 
associated with symbolic activities, for instance, burial which can 
be construed as a memorial act. The role of memory—perhaps in 
connection with belief in ancestors—will almost certainly have 
been of central importance for these people who, undoubtedly, 
had a strong oral culture alongside their vivid visual culture. Evi-
dence for the importance of memory can be drawn, for example, 
from the patterns of returning to the same sites on a regular basis. 

Superimposition is a technique that makes possible a strategy for 
forgetting at the same time as preservation as a form of remem-
bering. Superimpositions allow the initiation of a new culture or 
style to connect across a threshold with an older era that is par-
tially hidden. 

The process would have been both cumulative and exponen-
tial. We can now return to my earlier discussion of Serra do Cipo 
where, I argued, the first superimposition must have already 
involved some awareness of a relation to what went before. Once 
there was a third or fourth layer the more recent painters must 
have been aware that they were relating not only to the immedi-
ately previous layer but indirectly to what preceded it. Thus, there 
would have been an awareness of something like a tradition of 
relating to what went before through successive superimpositions 
that were the visual embodiment of cultural memory. 

5. Sao Francisco design as an 
explosion of emergent sense

The potential counter-examples I discussed in the previous sec-
tion lie outside the tradition that is most important for my thesis 

of emergent sense. A profusion of what are usually referred to as 
‘geometric forms’ or ‘signs’ are characteristic of the Sao Francisco 
culture, which dates back as far as 9,000 BP and was at its height 
around 6,000-7,0000 BP. In this section I will argue that these 
‘designs’ display emergent sense insofar as they are animate.

Abrigo do Janelão, National Park of Peruaçu, Brazil. 
Exhibits animism of designs in Brazilian rock art.

i. Sao Francisco designs as animate

I start by explaining why I use the term ‘design’ for non-figura-
tive forms in Minas Gerais rock art.18 Labelling them ‘geometric’ 
could give the impression they comprise a restricted group of reg-
ular forms. Calling them ‘abstract’—while potentially helpful in 
suggesting a parallel with modern abstract art—could be taken 
to imply they express or require intellectual detachment. While 
these forms certainly show a capacity for abstraction, they also 
give rise to immediate sensory affects. ‘Design’ has the advan-
tage of drawing attention to the particularity and individuated 
patterns of non-figurative art.19 The complexity and diversity of 

18  For a discussion of design in relation to Kant, see Hughes 2023. 
19  The use of ‘sign’ is more defensible in discussions of old-world late 
Palaeolithic cave art where a fairly small range of non-representative marks 
are repeated with a high degree of similarity. 



56 57brazilian art and aesthetics brazilian art and aesthetics

I will now further investigate my hypothesis that rock art paintings 
are animate by turning to contemporary anthropological discus-
sions of Amerindian Animism in the works of Viveiros de Castro.21 
According to Amerindian cosmology, all animals were originally 
human in a broad sense of the term. Animals and humans share 
the status of spiritual beings and exercise agency: “humanity” is 
the name for the general form taken by the Subject’. (de Castro 
1998, 477) For de Castro the defining characteristic of subjectiv-
ity or personhood is ‘reflexive selfhood’. (1998: 477, 479) Being 
‘human’ follows from being a reflexive self, not the reverse. Thus, 
for the Amerindian, if an animal displays reflexive selfhood—by 
treating itself as a human endowed with dispositions characteris-
tic of its species—then it is a subject characterised by personhood 
and qualifies as human. 

Within de Castro’s account, objects considered ‘inanimate’ from 
a Western perspective are not necessarily lacking in agency, 
although they are ultimately indexed to human subjects. Under 
the right circumstances objects and artefacts can qualify as per-
sons. (De Castro 2004, 466) The defining characteristic of per-
sons is that they ‘apprehend reality from distinct points of view’. 
(ibid.) This is the crucial criterion for de Castro’s Perspectivism 
which is the complement to Animism in his account. Whereas Ani-
mism is the unifying principle defining all animals and humans as 
ultimately members of the same ‘human’ species, Perspectivism 
is the differentiating principle requiring that humans qua persons 

21  In the following discussion I develop some leads from anthropological 
studies of contemporary Amerindian cosmology to open up possibilities 
in my investigation of prehistoric Brazilian rock art. Using contemporary 
Ethnology—even analogically—to explain prehistoric phenomena has been 
widely criticised. However, evidence for continuity in cultural practices 
over many millenia is much more evident in South America than it would 
be, for instance, if we were drawing parallels between late Palaeolithic 
European hunter gatherers and nineteenth century Shamanistic practices 
in Siberia or southern Africa.

Minas Gerais designs suggest that, even if they were precursors of 
writing, their messages were not communicated through an econ-
omy of expression reducible to a generalised code. 

Designs from the Sao Francisco tradition stand out among others 
within Minas Gerais rock-art because of the rich variety of ways 
in which viewers are drawn into an ongoing process of expression 
and sense-making. Nearby figures are abbreviated i.e., gener-
alised forms stand for individual animals or humans. In contrast, 
designs are individuated by their vibrant colours, the huge variety 
of their shapes, their complex internal patterns and their dispo-
sition on the rock-face. I will take the Cabocio style predominant 
at the eponymous rock-shelter at Peruaçu as exemplary of these 
characteristics. Cabocio designs are predominantly yellow and 
red, this combination being used in many different combinations. 
Their shapes are diverse. Many are rectangular, but never strictly 
regular. Some are longer, some very narrow, others have wavey 
outlines. Some are curved, while yet others take on very complex 
forms that may or may not be representative, for instance, of a 
cactus. The intricacy of the designs painted within these shapes is 
also varied. They are often striped but each design has a distinc-
tiveness comparable to oriental carpets.20 The range of their dis-
position on the rock face is also remarkable. While they seem to 
be positioned in some relation to horizontal lines in the rock, the 
Cabocios sit at varying angles and heights in a dense distribution 
across the rock-face. All of these features taken together make for 
complex inter-relations that give the impression of animation, for 
it is almost as if they were in movement. Indeed, the individuality 
and dynamism of these designs is such that it is as if they were not 
only animated but animate. They are alive in so far as, singularly 
and in combination, they seem to speak to us in distinctive ways. 
Being animate, I am suggesting, is their particularly heightened 
contribution to emergent sense. 

20  See Prous 2007, 60-61. Cabocio style is a later development within the 
Sao Francisco tradition. 
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have distinctive perspectives.22 (de Castro 2004, 482) He cites the 
anthropologist Gell:

All that may be necessary for stocks and stones to become 
“social agents” … is that there should be actual human per-
sons/agents “in the neighbourhood” of these inert objects. (de 
Castro 2004, 47023)

De Castro’s reference to Gell reveals his agreement that in order 
to acquire agency objects require the proximity of humans.24 
Artefacts are singled out as having an ‘interestingly ambiguous 
ontology’ in that they ‘necessarily point to a subject; as congealed 
actions, they are material embodiments of nonmaterial inten-
tionality’. (de Castro 2004, 471) Unlike other objects, this implies, 
artefacts always already imply a relation to humans and thus have 
a heightened possibility of being persons. 

I think we can take up de Castro’s account for our current discus-
sion with the following hypothesis. At the time of its creation and 
throughout generations when it was experienced as, most likely, 
crucial for a series of cultural beliefs and practices, Minas Gerais 
rock art held agency and achieved personhood through the proxi-
mate presence of humans who participated in its emergent sense 
during ceremonies rooted in the symbolic significance of these 
decorated rock-shelter sites. The rock art was seen as alive and 
as an active participant that was ambiguously and productively 
intertwined within the lives of these peoples.

The proximity criterion may thus make sense of rock art as ani-
mate within its own era, but could we consider it as animate now 
for those of us who do not share the cosmologies of prehistoric 
Brazil or of contemporary Amerindians? Is there any way in which 
the emergent sense and liminality I have claimed can be discov-
ered within Minas Gerais rock art—especially in respect of its 

22  De Castro calls this ‘pluralism’ 2004, 482.
23  Gell 1998, Art and Agency 123
24  I will not attempt to enter into a discussion of Gell’s complex position 
here. 

being animate—make sense from a Western perspective, even for 
those open to the insights of alternative cosmologies? Deprived 
of the proximate presence of humans who believed in it as an 
essential part of their natural and symbolic world, can rock art 
still qualify as animate? I do not see that it would be helpful to 
claim that Minas Gerais rock artworks possess ‘reflexive selfhood’ 
for those of us who are not Animist in our worldview. For most 
of us, that is, within our perspective, rock artworks are not per-
sons if that requires that we could say in any meaningful way that 
they apprehend reality from a distinctive point of view. (de Castro 
2004 466) However, we may think that in visiting a rock-art site 
we encounter something distinctive in the presence of which we 
feel and see the world differently. Although we are not faced with 
a distinctive person who ‘has’ a distinct point of view, this rock-art 
can be seen as having a distinctive presence that opens up per-
spectives with which we engage. If this is right, then it is an exam-
ple of how insights from within Animist cosmology can help us 
make sense of explanatory blind-spots within our own paradigms. 

When we encounter prehistoric art such as Sao Francisco rock-art 
we are faced with a perspective that cannot be readily mapped 
onto human intentions, simply because we do not and cannot 
know the intentions of its creators. But, even without proximate 
human intentionality, Sao Francisco designs affect us through 
their individual identities and dynamic characters.25 This rock art 
shows how artworks more generally can be animate insofar as 
they have distinctive affects in the world. Sao Francisco designs 
engage viewers through their sensory affects. At the same time, 
the viewer is drawn into their individual forms as immersive 
attention. They draw us in to them and do not simply stand for 
something else, not even the intentions of their creators. Once 
they exist, they give rise to affects in their own right. 

25  I think it may be possible to take this further in claiming a form of mid-
dle-voiced agency not reducible to an opposition between the active and the 
passive, but it is not possible to do so here. It is also worth noting that not all 
human agency requires ‘reflective agency’ of an active sort. See Hughes 2013.
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The immersive attention called forth by Sao Francisco designs 
is a form of reflection, which operates in conjunction with per-
ception rather than through an isolated intellect operating at a 
distance from the senses. Merleau-Ponty calls this ‘radical’ or 
‘hyper’ reflection. (2002; 1968) Such reflection is experienced as 
immersion in an artwork such that sense emerges through a pro-
cess of engagement, rather than as reconstruction or explanation. 

In calling forth reflection of this immersive type, artworks open 
up worlds that are not simply indexed to the conditions of their 
production. An artwork can encourage me to connect with a sense 
of loss or of lightness and joy. It is not the artist that communi-
cates with me in these instances, even though the artist certainly 
played an essential role in creating the artwork.26 The identity of 
the artwork is its mode of communicating with those who expe-
rience it. This is how the artwork is animate. The artwork opens 
up possibilities of feeling and thought but is not an active agent. It 
is a catalytic situation within which affects can arise and without 
which a range and combination of affects would not arise in the 
way they do. Its affects are non-random, although the specificity of 
the affects will be contingent on the persons who experience them. 

ii. Sao Francisco superimpositions:  
A cross-cultural palimpsest

Figures are quite rare within Sao Francisco tradition rock art but 
they are not entirely absent. Animals represented include fish, 
birds, snakes and lizards, but not deer.27 The repertoire includes 
objects such as spears and baskets, but these are not presented 
within scenes. There are also some anthropomorphs, but ‘com-
plex geometric figures’ predominate. (Kestering 2015) Sao Fran-
cisco designs are divided into four chronological ‘subsets’ which 

26  The artwork has an identity that, if the artist is successful, comes to be 
independent of the artist in a similar way to successful parenting.
27  Deer are represented within later Desenhos petroglyphs. (Isnardis and 
Prous 2013, 334) 

share stylistic elements while each introduces specific character-
istics. (Isnardis and Prous 2013)

Isnardis and Prous 2013 supply the evidence for the following 
detailed analysis of the four different periods of the Sao Fran-
cisco tradition and their relations to superimpositions. The ear-
liest (SF1) paintings which are usually monochromatic (black, 
red or white) are mostly on rock surfaces that were not already 
decorated, even though, at a few sites they were superimposed 
on huge anthropomorphic figures from the preceding Agreste tra-
dition. From SF1 onwards the superimpositions of later Sao Fran-
cisco styles on one another are intense. SF2 paintings which are 
red and yellow (often bichromatic) only occupied sites already 
used by SF1 paintings, using ‘the same graphic spaces’ although 
avoiding overlapping. Despite avoiding overlaps, SF2 figures were 
often very similar to the juxtaposed SF1 designs, which were also 
retouched and sometimes extended. The succeeding SF3 and 
SF4 paintings reoccupied the large sites favoured by SF1 and SF2 
as well as the thematic choices of SF2. SF3 is relatively sparse in 
instances and uses black and red. SF4 ‘promotes an explosion of 
colours’ using red, yellow, black and white colours in every pos-
sible combination. Isnardis and Prous remark: ‘The superimpo-
sitions’ avoidance of compromising the visibility of the previous 
figures is remarkable’. They also comment on how SF4 ‘re-painted 
several themes, retouched others and incorporated the pre-exist-
ing figures in new compositions’. SF4 painters incorporated not 
only SF1 and SF2 but also the intervening anthropomorphic Mon-
talvania figures. (Isnardis and Prous 2013)

I have already argued that at Serra do Cipo there must have been 
awareness of entering into relations with former styles in the very 
act of painting on top of earlier figures while leaving them visible. 
Comparably, a further dimension of Sao Francisco rock paint-
ing’s contribution to emergent sense is found in the many ways in 
which later styles interacted with previous styles. Moreover, this 
not the end of the story for Sao Francisco tradition paintings are 
superimposed by white paintings which at Peruaçu are referred to 
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individual—distinctiveness. Each intervention contributed to an 
emergence of sense within and between cultures. 

We need not conclude that there was no sense of rank between 
different layers of artistic production. We simply do not know 
the relations of power between different styles and traditions. 
Perhaps the most recent designs were considered as ‘outdoing’ 
the figures that came before. Indeed, it may have been felt their 
power was such that they did not need to obliterate the compe-
tition. Alternatively, the new layer may have been intended as a 
form of respect for what went before. But we can know—because 
it is evident in the phenomena—that later styles and traditions 
almost always allowed earlier art to continue in existence and 
consequently stood in some relation to that ‘other’ art. 

The individuality of designs within Sao Francisco period rock art 
contrasts with broadly contemporary European Neolithic rock art 
where design is even more predominant over figuration than it is 
in Brazil. Although there is great intricacy and significant varia-
tion within European rock art, there are striking continuities and 
repetitions not only within and between rock art sites, but also 
between rock art sites such as at Kilmartin in the West of Scotland 
and the Irish passage tomb tradition, for instance, Newgrange. 
European Neolithic designs appear to have been focussed on 
constructing complex integrated wholes recognisable across geo-
graphical and cultural distance, rather than outbursts of individu-
ality. If Kilmartin is animate, as Andrew Meirion Jones (2011) has 
convincingly argued, the rock art of Peruaçu is hyper-animated 
because of its incredible variation and the dynamic inter-rela-
tions between designs. Moreover, there is nothing in the Euro-
pean corpus comparable to the interplay between different peri-
ods or styles and between design and figuration as there is in 
Minas Gerais. Through these distinctive characteristics Minas 
Gerais rock art shows sense emerging as a process in very specific 
and intensive ways.

as belonging to the ‘Nordeste’ tradition.28 These fine, semi-trans-
parent figures allow Sao Francisco designs to be seen such that 
later paintings resemble ornamentations of what went before. 
All of this adds up to a palimpsest through which sense emerges 
both within and between traditions and styles. The cohabitation 
of layers would have belonged to their impact from the time of the 
first superimpositions. Later Sao Francisco designs were no doubt 
intended to be distinctive, but they were also positioned so as to be 
seen alongside and on top of other figures that were also visible.29 

There are various reasons why it seems unlikely that Sao Fran-
cisco designs were intended to be indifferent to what came before. 
As I have already argued, even the earliest rock artists would have 
been aware of features of the natural rock that were often incor-
porated into their artwork, while later artists would additionally 
have been aware of the rock’s artistic decoration. These artists 
were not, it seems, looking for blank canvases. Many surfaces—
often smooth—were left undecorated and this must have been 
an intentional choice given the proliferation of superimpositions. 
As we have seen, surfaces selected as sites for rock art are often 
overdetermined in respect of natural features and pre-existing 
artworks. Pre-existing features—natural and artistic—must have 
attracted the next interventions rather than acting as a disincen-
tive. It is as if each wave of artistic intervention was a contribu-
tion to a giant collaboration, even though one in which it may 
have been important to express one’s own cultural—and perhaps 

28  ‘Nordeste’ is a designation used in a variety of different ways. For 
instance, in Bahia it is used to describe very ancient rock art considered 
older than the Sao Francisco tradition. Pessis 2003
29  I believe that these superimpositions also have an affective resonance in 
us and that this amounts to a recognition of liminality and emergent sense. 
However, I will not enter into that here. Elsewhere I have argued that super-
impositions open up an alternative experience of temporality. (Hughes 
2021) As a development of my discussion of Animism in the previous sec-
tion, it would be arguable that prehistoric superimpositions, including those 
at Minas Gerais, open up for us a circular and multiply layered experience 
of time that tends to get suppressed within the linear and instrumentally-bi-
ased Western worldview. 
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Re Ormaig, Kilmartin Glen, Scotland. 
Exhibits rich monochromatic design of European rock art.

6. Conclusion:  
Minas Gerais rock art as an exhibition  
of liminality within emergent sense

I have argued throughout this paper that emergent sense is dis-
coverable within Minas Gerais rock art insofar as it exhibits a 
sensibility for liminality in its negotiation of thresholds between 
art and nature, between art and perception, among superimposi-
tions, as animate and across styles and traditions. Part of the dis-
tinctive presence of this rock art—particularly its Sao Francisco 
designs—is that it shows sense as coming-into being through 
relations, transitions and ambiguity. I claimed at the outset that 
any sense stands in some relation to coming-to-sense at least at 
its inception but that not everything stands in the same proxim-
ity or intensity to emergence. What is rare is for emergent sense 
to be exhibited as such. The exhibition—or making-apparent—
of emergent sense requires that its emergence shows up within 
experience, not just that it is presupposed as the necessary condi-
tion of sense coming into being. 

I have suggested various ways in which a sensibility for limin-
ality almost certainly operated as background conditions for 
Minas Gerais rock art. Its makers were undoubtedly aware of 

the marginal position of these natural galleries hanging out into 
spectacular landscapes. They would also have been aware of the 
added intensity arising when their paintings were positioned on 
the threshold of rock formations almost hidden inside the rock. 
Lighting effects, including shadows, are further liminal phenom-
ena contributing to the distinctiveness of this rock art. I have not, 
however, been able to establish that these factors were incorpo-
rated within the artwork itself. 

I have additionally argued for various ways in which intentional 
relations to liminality explicitly does show up within the contents 
of this rock art. Incorporation of geological features such as micro-
ledges, as well as dots and lines show how thresholds between 
nature and art were incorporated into the artwork. In doing so the 
sense-making this art presents explicitly emerges through nego-
tiations of borders with nature. I have also shown how superim-
positions are liminal within art insofar as they are relational and 
do not obliterate what came before. Superimposition is adopted 
as an internal dynamic, generating new content and sense within 
artworks. Both in relation to nature and in relation to previous art, 
I have shown how liminality is incorporated in this rock art such 
that sense-making is exhibited in its emergence. 

In this paper I have offered a picture of liminality, rather than 
entering into a detailed analysis as I will do in later work. I believe 
this order of presentation is required because of the characteristic 
‘in-betweenness’ of liminality. Definitions are always going to be 
insufficient for uncovering something that hovers on the border 
between indeterminacy and determination. Analysis must follow 
the phenomena if we are not to lose sight of the very thing we are 
trying to understand. Minas Gerais rock art allows us to see limin-
ality within an ongoing process of emergent sense. 

I would like to thank André Prous for his invaluable support for this project. Much 
of what I have learnt about Brazilian rock art is due to him. Clearly, though, any 
errors are my own! Thank you also to Sylvania Nascimento and John Walshe for 
photographs used in this article and for rich discussions during our visit to the sites.
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Asserting an African 
Aesthetic Episteme

Molefi Kete Asante
Temple University

May Éxu open the way pioneered by the Nah-nanuk, people of the 
soil, and Xakriabá, who are descendants of Luzia, and part of the 
heritage of Minas Gerais, and remotely of the mother continent 
of Africa. 

I am asserting that the Africanist aesthetic, which is everywhere, 
is often invisible intellectually because of erasure or blindness in 
the Western world. Like Ralph Ellison’s The Invisible Man, the 
Africanist aesthetic, though flourishing, is rarely observed in an 
intellectual way.1 Thus, I cannot ever, dispense with the lived 
experience of Africans trans-generationally and trans-continen-
tally, whether in 3000 BCE or in 2023 in Brazil, Peru, Mexico, 
Ghana, Nigeria, or Colombia.2

In this paper, I advance only an epistemic idea, quite apart from 
Eurocentricity, that undergirds a plural African aesthetics capa-
ble of covering Africa, the Caribbean, and American continents. 
African perceptions were the first human perceptions. Humans 
originated in Africa and those early humans were the first to 
have perceptions. However, after the presence of Homo sapiens 
in Africa the human experience became the site of turbulence, 
migration, differentiation, complication, diffusion, and often saw 
Africans on the continent of Africa as disconnected, dislocated, 
and removed from our centered positions, but, of course, I am 

1  Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man. New York: Vintage, 1995.
2  The concepts trans-generational and trans-continental are used in the 
field of Africology as markers for the discipline that speaks to phenomena 
related to people of African descent anywhere in the world, across time.
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suggesting that there is a way back to the future through an Afro-
centric lens.3 

Beginning with classical ideas from the Nile Valley cultures, con-
cepts from Western African cultures, and elements of African 
culture in the Americas, this paper uses contemporary artists like 
Robinho Santana, Elizabeth Catlett, Abdias Nascimento, and oth-
ers to reveal polyrhythms, textural layering, resplendent colors, 
cultural motifs, and effusive energy to demonstrate beauty and 
provide the source of African aesthetic values and judgments.4 

I start at the beginning at the earliest dawn of Homo sapiens prac-
ticing the sapience that identifies the species. We do not have the 
earliest written records that are easily understood or translatable 
to us today but there are markers such as Inzalo Y’Langa, Nabta 
Playa, and scores of early rock drawings and paintings of early 
Homo sapiens.5 Although we know that Alexander Baumgartner, 
as explained by Terry Eagleton, began his discourse on aesthetics 
from the human body; this is simply one approach to the subject 
of the beautiful and the good. The way Eagleton speaks of Alex-
ander Baumgartner’s project is like this: “Aesthetics is born as a 
discourse of the body. The vital distinction the term signifies for 
its inventor, Alexander Baumgarten, is not between art and life 
but between the material and the immaterial: between things and 
thoughts, sensations, and ideas, what is bound up with our crea-
turely life of perception as opposed to what belongs to the mind.”6 
To begin with these provisions and limitations for aesthetics have 
nothing to do with African cultures, realities, or philosophies. The 

3  Molefi Kete Asante, An Afrocentric Manifesto. Cambridge, UK: Polity 
Books, 2007.
4  This line of thinking derives from the work of Cheikh Anta Diop, The 
African Origin of Civilization, on one hand, and Kariamu Welsh Asante, 
The African Aesthetic: Keeper of the Tradition, on the other. See Diop, The 
African Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality. New York: Lawrence Hill, 
1974, and Welsh Asante, The African Aesthetic. New York: Praeger, 1994.
5  See Molefi Kete Asante, The History of Africa. New York: Routledge, 
2019, p. 8-40.
6  Terry Eagleton, “The Ideology of Aesthetics”. Poetics Today, 1988: 9:2.

bifurcations and dualities proposed by Baumgartner’s view of aes-
thetics confounds the problem for the African world. How can you 
separate the material from the immaterial, things and thoughts, 
and sensations and ideas? This penchant, indeed, passion for sep-
aration is at the core of Western notions of patriarchy and hierar-
chy, and I might add racialist doctrines, as in the separation of, and 
ranking of, human beings and bodies based on physiology. 

I invite the reader to journey with me to another world, not only 
one that is possible, but one that is lived by millions of First 
Nations people in colonized and conquered areas of the earth. 
All colonized lands reflect the colonization of the first people who 
occupied the land. The American continents are loci of coloniza-
tion par excellence where the First Nations lost control not only 
of territory but of information about their territory. Furthermore, 
the imposition of new cultures, European and African, on the 
table of the First Nations created the environment for conflict.

Our journey is not long because it is not a place unknown to 
Europe or those of European ancestry, for Europeans themselves 
are the descendants of First Nations, at one time, and of Africans 
in more remote times. It is a human journey based on how we 
have come to grasp our world. We have been educated for this 
journey by generations interacting with the environment, other 
people, and our own sensations. We are not ignorant travelers, let 
loose on a wandering adventure, unaware of our surroundings, 
impervious to the nature of challenges; we are fit for this journey. 
We must do good because that is what creates life, according to 
the ancient African philosophers.7

The antiquity of African philosophy is unique and stands along 
in its foundational dimension because its antiquity is far beyond 
that of other philosophies. While civilizations such as the Sume-
rian and Minoan produced pottery, vases, and frescoes during the 
period of the earliest Egyptian dynasties, only Egypt produced a 
body of work consistent enough in ethical, spiritual, and moral 

7  Molefi Kete Asante, The Egyptian Philosophers: Ancient African Voices 
from Imhotep to Akhenaten. Chicago: African American images, 2000. 
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aspects to be called philosophy.8 It would be much later, nearly 
two thousand years, before the Greeks gave the world Thales, Iso-
crates, and Pythagoras. 

An account of the earliest human thinking about the nature of the 
universe, human relations, good and evil, the beautiful, order and 
harmony, ethical behavior, the source of things, in effect, philos-
ophy, brings us as close as we can get to our intellectual origins.9 
Here I am not interested in the impact Africa had on Europe or 
ancient Egypt on Greece, but rather the description and expli-
cation of the African view of reality as presented in the writings 
of the earliest thinkers. This departure is necessary to wrest the 
study of ancient Egypt from the grip of those who see it only in 
relationship to Greece. The study of the language brings us the 
words rekh, knowledge, seba, teacher, and sebayet, wisdom.

The works of these early African thinkers were referred to by the 
Egyptian term sebayet, a word normally translated as “instruc-
tion” or “wisdom” and indicated a mode of discursive thinking 
that had its origin in the Old Kingdom.

 The Greeks, on the other hand, centuries later wrote of these early 
African thinkers as physiologoi, a name they also used to refer to 
the Ionians in Greece who were considered observers of nature. 
But the sebayet would have most easily related to the Greek word 
sophia, wisdom. Perhaps this is why many European Egyptolo-
gists still refer to the sebayet as Wisdom Literature rather than 
by the correct term, philosophy. One can understand how sophia 
was in fact derived from seba.10 Our perceptions, creations, and 
imaginations rely heavily upon our orientations to life.

Culture is the guardian of all aesthetics and culture is the sum of 
our sensate, historical, social, and intuitive events. Therefore, it 

8  Theophile Obenga, African Philosophy. London: Brawtley Publishers, 
2016. 
9  Willie Cannon-Brown, Nefer: The Aesthetic Ideal in Classical Egypt. 
New York: Routledge, 2016. 
10  Theophile Obenga, African Philosophy. London: Brawtley, 2016; see 
also Cheikh Anta Diop, The Cultural Unity of Black Africa: The Domain of 

is nothing less than the whole of our sensate life, not to be com-
partmentalized as simply our wants and desires, or attractions 
and aversions, of how life comes to the body on its sensory sur-
faces. All around us are the evidences of the aesthetic, not in any 
banal sense of ranking human bodies as good or ugly. But there is 
another country out there beyond the seas and across the moun-
tains that must be shaking its head about the possibilities of the 
real and the unreal. We who are trained in the West know such lit-
tle things about colors, patterns, tones, circles, and hence must be 
taught and re-taught the same lessons repeatedly. We are often 
the participants in our own erasure. This is possible without guid-
ance that comes from knowledge, and knowledge allows the eth-
ics of consciousness. Without consciousness anything is possible, 
and allowable, but with consciousness one recognizes defeats and 
victories alike because we have captured the disparate elements 
of our existence and piled them up like so much firewood ready to 
be used for cooking our meals. 

To speak of African aesthetics is not to speak of a separate aesthet-
ics but of an aesthetic idea that is closest to the origin of our spe-
cies. In some senses, the history of the West has been an exercise 
in moving away from origins. In fact, it has been about dominion, 
rather domination over “inferior powers” to quote Eagleton fol-
lowing Baumgartner’s assertion that reason is greater than aes-
thetics, and to show the disdain of the female, speaks of reason 
as superior to the “inferior feminine aesthetics.” The hallmark of 
Western civilization is the act of classification of things, ideas, and 
people; this is the core of Western patriarchy and hierarchy. Clas-
sification is not problematic in itself; but it becomes the source 
of deep prejudices when ranking is involved. Making statements 
about which people is superior and which is inferior or which gen-
der is superior or inferior identifies the statements as part of hege-
monic thinking that gives us the idea that reason is higher than 
aesthetics, because the mind is greater than the senses.

Patriarchy and Matriarchy in Classical Antiquity. Paris: Presence Africaine, 
11962.
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I shall take us back toward origins and in so doing speak of an aes-
thetic horizon, a premier aesthetic, a transcendental harmonious-
ness captured in the wholeness of the cosmos, that is inclusive and 
revolutionary because all this is necessary for capturing meaning. 

Reason is not so dissimilar from aesthetics, and one is not supe-
rior to the other in acquisition of knowledge. Afrocentricity enters 
the discourse of the aesthetic with an assertion of an innovation 
based on adopting an African agency perspective. It is not that this 
perspective does not exist in practice but rather that those who 
dominate the study of aesthetics have rarely advanced African 
agency. For example, neither Baumgartner nor Edmund Husserl 
paid much attention to the primacy of African aesthetics in human 
history. They confronted, as Terry Eagleton did, an aesthetic of 
the West established as an universal science of subjectivity which 
I find is based on the collectivity of European sensibilities. It may 
speak in the name of humanity, but it is Europe asserting domi-
nance and a will to speak for all cultures and peoples. I have seen 
this whether the dance is ballet or the music European classical. 
What of the dance of the Japanese, the Zulu, the Apache, the 
Masai, the Tupi, or the New Guineans? Who speaks and frames 
the conversation about what is to be respected, elevated, and ref-
erenced, and what is not even in the conversation of aesthetics? 

Afrocentricity is itself the ideological reconstruction that 
advances the possibility of a common understanding of an aes-
thetic grounded in an acceptance of the historical elevation of 
African perceptions. I am taking the war against the African epis-
teme to the very cliff of erasure to leap into a new whole human 
world. Such a term as “whole human” is not meant to convey a 
human body but an inclusive collective seeking to assert the sen-
tience of all Homo sapiens.

The earliest creation narratives of Africa’s Nile Valley Civiliza-
tions projected certain symbols worthy of emulation by other 
cultures. They were imprinted in the minds of the ancients and 
became maternal icons repeated in various other societies. Con-
sider briefly the pyramid, tekken, ankh, and bennu that are writ-
ten in our human senses, even if we do not now recognize them as 

African, when in fact they stand at the opening of the gate to our 
aesthetic world.11

It is necessary to expand our sensibilities toward the sentience 
of African cultures to rescue Europe from the inevitable cul-de-
sac of endless commentaries on European Christian art forms as 
classical avenues for the aesthetic. I remember my visit in Madrid 
to the Prado. After passing through its massive entry and going 
from one exhibition hall to another, I was exhausted with the idea 
that Europe’s contribution to art as a form of the aesthetic was a 
deep religious national individualism that highlighted the charac-
ters and personalities of the Christian Scriptures. My response to 
Prado as to other great museums of the West was one of disbelief. 
All the years that I had studied art and culture had not prepared 
me for the overwhelming religious nature of the exhibition, and 
then I understood that religion is the projection of nationalism 
with various selected items, events, and personalities being hon-
ored as ritual sacredness. That is why conquerors go first for the 
gods to destroy a society. It is not my aim to judge or to castigate 
any tradition of art, but I will assert a place at the table of aesthet-
ics for an African orientation based on classical African experi-
ences and attitudes. 

Kariamu Welsh claims in her book, The African Aesthetic: Keeper 
of the Traditions, that “A universal aesthetic that is applicable to 
all of the arts is valid only within the context of a particular culture 
based on criteria derived from history and mythology.”12 The dec-
laration of objectivity has more to do with an insurgency against 
other forms of perception than anything else. It seems to hold an 
interdependent relationship with universality which Carlton and 
Barbara Molette see as white male privilege in philosophical and 
artistic circles.13 The idea is that the failure of the privileged class 

11  The words tekken, ankh, bennu are reflected in the obelisk, life, and 
phoenix. 
12  Kariamu Welsh Asante, ed., The African Aesthetic. New York: Praeger, 
1994. 
13  See Carlton and Barbara Molette, “Afrocentric Theatre“ in K. Welsh 
Asante, ed., The African Aesthetic. Praeger, 1994. 
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to perceive something that we Africans see is our problem when 
it is their problem. Welsh writes “The nature and complexion of 
an aesthetic will differ from one culture to another, depending 
on its history and mythology which almost always involves reli-
gion. Church and State were often divided during the European 
Middle Ages and the aesthetics of the various European nations 
evolved free of moral and papal pressures although reflecting reli-
gious themes. In the Middle East, Islam and the State have often 
existed as an union, thereby creating an aesthetic that reflects 
the dictates of Islam. In pre-colonial Africa, the concept of State 
was intertwined and interdependent with the traditional religion. 
The aesthetic reflects the union of government and traditional 
religion. An artist “in the tradition” worked for the community 
and his or her task was considered part of a divine order. An artist 
in African society does not view society as an impartial observer 
to create, rather society actively gives vision and perspective 
from which to express oneself: It is an open vision and perspec-
tive with soft parameters that permit individual expression but 
simultaneously support the collective artistic expression. Dis-
tinctions between society and artist and between spectators and 
performers are not linear and so rigidly separate as in the West. 
In traditional African society, the spectators and the artists are 
one.14 Seeking to demonstrate that African aesthetics may have 
communal or ethnic creative components, Welsh says that one 
can find commonalities in the dances of different African people. 
For example, “Family aesthetics are related by specific common 
characteristics while maintaining individual ethnic aesthetic 
identities. Thus, the Sabaar dance of the Wolof people of Senegal 
is unquestionably WoIof; at the same time, it shares common aes-
thetic traits with the Gure dance of the Chopi people of Mozam-
bique. As in the case of the Sabaar whose meaning, language and 
context are decidedly Wolof, the Gure is decidedly Chopi. Both 
dances can be understood and appreciated in the more general 

14  Kariamu Welsh Asante, “the Aesthetic Conceptualization of Nzuri,” in 
K. Welsh Asante, ed., The African Aesthetic: Keeper of the Tradition, p. 2.

context that is predicated on the aesthetic characteristics that link 
these two dances and numerous others.”15 

Welsh, as a choreographer, can make this conclusion because in 
discussing African dance one must arrive at the point of seeing 
time, space, symbols, and myths as the proper mix to execute 
nzuri, the good, the beautiful. How do you bring good and beauty 
into the world? One does it with the creative urge or finds it in 
the world that has already been created or is being created now. 
There exist these cultural banks containing memories, rhythms, 
memes, symbols, histories, and spaces as ancient as the pyramids 
and ankhs, predating colonization and enslavement of Africans 
that are the bedrock of the aesthetic ideal. Each day we collect 
other experiences as one picks pebbles from the shores of lakes or 
shells from the ocean beaches.

Our challenges can be declared, recognized, and met on the bat-
tlefield of good intentions, but this is a great challenge because we 
know that battlefields are often contradictory to good intentions. 
What I am suggesting is that the ideology of aesthetics must con-
sider reducing the impression of ruthless cultural domination. In 
our universe aesthetic autonomy is neither appropriate nor pos-
sible. We influence and we are influenced. What is possible is the 
destruction of aesthetic hierarchy whether in terms of geography, 
class, gender, or ethnicity. One can diminish hierarchical think-
ing without diminishing people. 

The Sentient Life

We often speak of sentient life as if there were some other type of 
life. All human life is sentient. The meaning of sentient is one who 
demonstrates the capacity for sensations and feeling. Deriving 
from the Latin sentire, meaning to feel or to perceive, the word 
sentient carries properties that are at the foundation of our human 
practice and behavior. When a person is said to have no feelings, 
but to be cold-hearted, and without feeling, we sadly announce 

15  Welsh Asante, “the Aesthetic Conceptualization of Nzuri”. New York: 
Praeger, 1994, p. 3.
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defeat. As humans we are being sentient all the time, perceiving 
and feeling moving through time and space like a giant bubble 
gathering every intimate wisp of experience to live. The word 
experience can mean an experience or an encounter, but in either 
case it carries with it the idea of being or making an impression. 

Elements of Aesthetic Cool

The Africans who were brought here to the Americas came with 
banks of memories but also gathered from the Middle Passage, 
between Africa and the Americas, a pathos and history that 
shaped our aesthetic sensibilities. 

When Africans in the United States say that someone has soul it 
means they have an ineffable essence. Whether a person is smooth 
and cool or fierce and persevering, to indicate that they have soul, 
is to connect their sentient personhood and energy to the cultural 
spirit of the African American experience identified in the pas-
sage from Africa to the Americas, in the cotton fields, and copper 
mines, and sugar cane farms, and memories of the Blues and Jazz 
and Spirituals, the great Master Songs of our lives. In the African 
tradition there are many ways to approach the aesthetic, but one 
way is to understand the Yoruba term itutu, the idea of coolness. 
This idea is one of transcendent attitude but with a harmonious 
outcome; this is cool, Maatic.16 As an aesthetic, it is characterized 
by control, order, propriety, and composure with an all-embrac-
ing aesthetic attitude deeply entrenched in the African classical 
tradition of Maat. The fact that we no longer use the term Maat in 
a popular manner is unfortunate but must be placed in the corner 
of European philosophical and aesthetic domination. Maulana 
Karenga, with his massive work, Maat: The Moral Ideal in Ancient 

16  Maat refers to a quality of being that includes harmony, balance, order, 
truth, righteousness, justice, and reciprocity. For an authoritative render-
ing of Maat, see M. Karenga, Maat: The Moral Ideal in Ancient Egypt. New 
York: Routledge, 2003. 

Egypt has sought to insert the idea into our contemporary dis-
course about ethics and aesthetics.17 

African Origins 

Thales, the first of the Greek philosophers, went to Egypt to do 
commerce but remained in Egypt so long that he brought back to 
Miletus a knowledge of geometry, mathematics, and philosophy. 
These were the elements necessary for an approach to aesthet-
ics. Thales learned from the Egyptians the basic method for mea-
suring land and the method of triangulation which helped him to 
devise a method for determining the distance a ship was out to 
sea. He was introduced to the rituals, customs, and mythical tra-
ditions that made Kemetic aesthetics.

Almost all Western aestheticists consider the Greek civilization to 
be a predecessor of Western culture. One could, however, make 
the argument that this is more appropriation than fact, but that is 
not my purpose. I would like to say that even as the Western Euro-
peans claim ancient Greece, it remains a remarkably different 
society than most of Europe when you study it. One can almost 
make the case that it is closer to African societies than to Euro-
pean. But as I have said, that is not my purpose.

I only raise this to say that our aesthetic tradition, so prevalent in 
many genres of art, must always be seen in the light of Nile Val-
ley Civilization. Yet we know that as all other cultures have their 
individuality, ancient Egypt was its own culture, that is, it was 
not the same as Nubia, or Shilluk, or Shona, Yoruba, Amharic, or 
Akan, and so forth; yet numerous African cultures trace their clas-
sical origins to the Nile Valley Complex of culture. Ancient Egypt 
existed within the context of its own political, geographical, and 
mythological world. To the degree that there are aesthetic similar-
ities with those societies contiguous with Egypt or to the degree 
that there are seemingly influences in other parts of Africa pro-
duced by devotees of the priests, conquests, migrations, or similar 

17  See M. Karenga, Ibid. 
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It was clear that the object of all inquiries was to show the un-show-
able or to describe the indescribable in language and terms that 
would reflect the movement toward Maat which was understood 
as the chief end to which all human behavior was geared. One 
could not do that without some appreciation of the origins of 
the celestial powers, and indeed, the terrestrial powers as cre-
ations of the celestial powers. This was the mystery that would 
give the name “hidden” to the god Amen. I remember the first 
time I saw the work of the Brazilian artist, Abdias Nascimento, 
man of culture, seeker of social freedom, and spiritual liberation. 
I had been invited to have acaraje, from the Yoruba Akara bean 
cake, and other Brazilian delicacies at his home. Walking into a 
large studio I was face to face with Iansã, Obatala, Oxum, Oxossi, 
Yemanjá, Ogum, Ossaim, Xangô and Exu. and I felt something 
like an immediate perfectibility, a resonance of soul, a coolness 
of spirit, and a refreshing awakening of knowledge and feeling, 
reason and memory, of a thousand years. I would later sit at his 
feet and learn from him how to approach the aesthetic that trans-
forms. He knew that the Apis sacred bull of ancient Kemet and 
the Yoruba axé of Xango were directly connected over centuries 
of African responses to nature, symbols, memes, and myths. 
Therein lies Nascimento’s oft remembered adage that the artist 
must win back the memory of the Afro-Brazilian people. But the 
only way to win back that which is lost is to know that it is not lost 
forever; there are vestiges, hints, and remnants always in the odd-
est parts of our senses.

The ancients knew that before here and now, light and dark, 
coming and going, satisfactory and unsatisfactory, yesterday and 
tomorrow, negative and positive, presence and absence, life and 
death, there was one comprehensive divinity, an all-encompass-
ing power, alone, unique, distinct, and inherent in the cosmic, 
watery Nun.

This incomprehensible One in the indefinable cosmic sea was the 
infinite source of the universe, but itself outside of any concept of 
time and space. None of the early African philosophers: Ptahho-
tep, Duauf, Amenomope, Merikare or Amenhotep, son of Hapu, 
held any different view, and every seat of instruction and every 

responses to the environment, we are underscoring the immensity 
of the debt that is owed to ancient African philosophers.

In Greek, the word Aisthetikos, aesthetic, is derived from the 
idea of sensations. However, in the African context there is the 
sense that what is aesthetically pleasing is also ethically proper. 
Beauty captures me by providing me with a transcendent bal-
ance, an equilibrium, that is close to the sublime, giving me an 
unprecedented exaltation. It is in this exaltation that we arrive at 
the key elements of a dynamic tradition centered on polyrhythm, 
memory, spirit, and ancestorism. These elements are the source 
for innovation, but only in the aesthetic sense that innovation is 
always moving from generation toward tradition. This is how we 
create art and art is the conscious and material expression of our 
use of combinations, comprised of rhythms, energy, color, design, 
mediated by traditions and customs. 

What is meant by the unity of worlds in the African mind is the 
idea that the past, present, and future are one and that it is impos-
sible to separate them from each other. Actually, the designations 
past, present, and future have limited application in a discussion 
of the mind of Africa. These are states that are specifically geared 
to a western mode of operation whereas in Africa the mode is ori-
entational, perspectivist, or habitual. Human beings are oriented 
in certain ways toward the ancestors or posterity but there is no 
explicit separation from these agents who must do what they do 
within the confines of their own roles. This is a perspectivist vision 
because it depends upon where you are in a given time and at a 
given point in the universe. Sometimes we are closer to the ances-
tors and at other times we are closer to posterity. The ancient 
Egyptians like many African cultures did not believe that the dead 
were disposed of forever never to be heard of again. They were a 
part of our living communities, participating and acting in ways 
that would advance the society. Thus, when the ancient Egyptians 
spoke of the community it was not simply the living but as in other 
African communities, the living and the dead. Appellations repre-
senting the dead always included ankh neheh, that is, Life Forever!
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center of initiation reiterated the concept of the One. Whether 
the philosopher was a student of Heliopolis, Memphis, Hermo-
polis or Thebes, (Greek names for On, Mennefer, Dhuty, Waset, 
respectively) every major site of the professional priesthood came 
to the same conclusion about the nature of the One and the cre-
ation of the universe. 

The deity can say:

I am One that transforms into two 
I am two that transforms into four 
I am four that transforms into Eight 
after this I am ONE.

This is why we say that the African ideal of wholism is reality; it is 
not simply the wish of intellectuals but the way the masses of peo-
ple grasp the meanings of the ancients. Contemporary physicists 
have confirmed that we are all of the same material. The ancient 
African pathways across the deserts, in the Sahel, and in the sanc-
tuaries of the past are testaments to the power of the word as a 
transformative agent. It can only be the human who can activate 
the god. One must certainly be careful how the word is spoken 
because when it is spoken it creates an awesome power. We speak 
and the words are life, they are material and substantive. It should 
be in the West as it has been in Africa, and particularly as it was 
conceived of in the Nile Valley, that one’s word is a living word, 
ankh medu.

During the Amarna Period when Akhenaten was in his full glory, 
he wrote the song that said: 

Praise to Aten 
Beautiful, you rise, O eternal living god! 
You are radiant, lovely, powerful, 
Your love is great, all-encompassing. 
Your rays make all radiant, 
Your brightness gives life to hearts, 
When you fill the Two Lands with your love. 
Revered God who fashioned self, 

Who made every land, created what is in it. 
All peoples, herds and flocks, 
All trees that grow from soil; 
They live when you rise for them, 
You are mother and father of all that you made. 
As you nourish the hearts by your beauty; 
One lives when you cast your rays, 
Every land is in festivity.18

The god Aten, from which we get the names Athena and Athens, 
had no great mythology and could convey no sense of the awe 
that one was struck with when in the presence of god Amen, for 
Amen, like Ptah and Atum and Ra, had depth and national reach 
unknown to Aten because those great gods reached back into the 
misty past and brought our imaginations into a futuristic realm 
where we stand now perched on a mountaintop of aesthetic 
recovery. All African aesthetics owe a debt to the earliest think-
ers who stepped out of the shadows of anonymity and made art 
constructed of the most ancient images that resonated with the 
sentience of living beings engaged in constant and positive with 
the environment. Whatever sensations we have that propel us 
forward to be truly human must be viewed as a part of our most 
ancient heritage as Homo sapiens. 

18  See M. Asante, The Egyptian Philosophers: Ancient African Voices from 
Akhenaten to Imhotep. Chicago: African American Images, 2000. 
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Uncertainties Concerning 
the Universality of Taste: 
On the Possibilities of an 
African Aesthetics 
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Fernanda Proença
Faculty of Philosophy and Human Sciences 
Federal University of Minas Gerais

Are there limits to aesthetic thinking? Such a question, certainly 
not unprecedented, may raise relevant issues especially when 
motivated by decolonial thought. The coercion of Western phil-
osophical categories onto the multiple expressions of thinking, 
namely onto cultures historically relegated to the periphery of 
the concept of humanity, marks the colonial face of reason that 
ignores its own ethnocentrism. This diagnosis inspires a substan-
tive portion of contemporary research and is especially relevant 
to a collection such as this one – a collection that originates from 
a collective effort to foster intercultural dialogues to concatenate 
different manifestations of aesthetic thinking, that are aware of 
their own historicity and of the contingency of their canons. It is 
from this key understanding that the present postscript aims to 
investigate the relationship between the “traditional” aesthetic 
thinking and the “traditional” art produced in Africa. 

For this purpose, we will address the traditional aesthetic think-
ing as the ground for aesthetics as an academic discipline, as 
conceived in Europe during the 18th and 19th centuries, espe-
cially its German expression which draws from Kant its funda-
mental categories; we will address the traditional art produced 
in Africa as the term used to differentiate early artworks from 



88 89african aesthetics african aesthetics 89

the continent’s contemporary production. This relationship will 
be approached both in regards to the limits for the application of 
exogenous European thinking onto African artistic production 
as well as in regards to the contours of aesthetic thinking that 
potentially emerges from African traditional art and its own cat-
egories. In order to accomplish such a task, we will appeal mainly 
to two texts to outline the central terms of this debate. The first 
work, “Aesthetics in Traditional Africa”, was published for the 
first time in 1968, in the Art News journal, and was written by the 
Yale University professor and specialist in African and Afro-At-
lantic art, Robert Farris Thompson (1971).1 The second work, “Le 
concept d’‘esthétique africaine’: essai d’une généalogie critique”, 
was published in 1994 by the Brazilian journal of the Museum of 
Archeology and Ethnology of USP, written by the ethnology pro-
fessor of the University of Strasbourg, Roger Somé (1994).2

The relevance of Thompson’s work relies on the author’s effort 
to identify and consolidate an aesthetic vocabulary for Yoruba 
traditional art, and on his ability to draw from such results a 
framework to support the existence of a well-developed knowl-
edge of aesthetics shared by the Yoruba traditional culture. Con-
currently, Roger Somé’s work discusses the concept of “African 
aesthetic” (quotations adopted by the author) from an extensive, 
yet not exhaustive, bibliographical material from various authors 
that, through different arguments, assert the existence of such a 
concept. Nevertheless, Somé identifies nuisances in merely stat-
ing the existence of an “African aesthetics”, given that the very 
notion of aesthetics is the result of an Eurocentric construction 
and, therefore, intimately intertwined with European culture. 
From that understanding, Somé develops a critical genealogy of 
the use of the concept of aesthetics, applied to the critical think-
ing of African art. His genealogical inquiry uncovers key concerns 

1  Available at Thompson, Robert F. “Aesthetics in Traditional Africa”. In 
Joplin, Carol F. (Org.). Art and aesthetics in primitive societies: a critical 
anthology. New York: Dutton Paperback, 1971. 
2  Somé, Roger. “Le concept d’‘esthétique africaine’: essai d’une généalo-
gie critique”. Revista do Museu de Arqueologia e Etnologia, n.4, 1994, p. 
117-139.

for an approach to art that refuses to be an instrument of repro-
duction of one single epistemic, historical and cultural structure. 
Displaying a more emphatic criticism towards Eurocentric think-
ing, Somé suggests a reflection not only on the limits of aesthetic 
categories when applied to African art, but also on the true mean-
ing of the relationship between aesthetics and artwork, first and 
foremost when regarding non-European artistic expressions. 

A distinction must be clearly made in order to ensure the proper 
understanding of this argument. Both Somé and Thompson 
assessments focus on the traditional art produced in Africa and 
disregard its contemporary production. That entails that the 
authors undertake the possibility of creating art from other the-
oretical premises than that propagated by Western culture, that 
is, a production external to the Euro-American history of art. 
That also entails that the authors are aware that the artworks pro-
duced in Africa in the last few decades display a dialogue with 
Western aesthetic categories, either in absorbing and making use 
of them or through actively refusing them. An example of such 
interconnection, to name only one, is the Black Modernism in 
South Africa exhibition, that took place in 2016 at the Wits Art 
Museum in Johannesburg3, that brought together South African 
artists who worked from the 1940s through the 1970s to discuss 
the concepts of modernity and modernism in relation to African 
art. Considering the close cultural interlinking that characterizes 
the so-called globalized contemporaneity, analyzing the artistic 
production of our current historical moment would demand fur-
ther argumentative efforts that are beside the scope of this work. 
Thus, even though the existence of a plural artistic production in 
Africa is evident, the line of argument adopted henceforth favors 
traditional African art both to keep in compliance with the choices 
of Somé and Thompson and to enhance the contrast that such a 
cutout provides – a good method when one aims to highlight the 
boundaries between distinctive territories.

3  Cf. Burocco, Laura. “Práticas estéticas africanas: o reconhecimento de 
afro-modernidades multi-individuais”. Revista Artefilosofia, v.15, n. 28, 
April 2020, p. 2026-255. 



90 91african aesthetics african aesthetics

Aesthetics and art critic in the Yoruba culture

Thompson defines the aesthetics of traditional African art as the 
application of consensus notions of quality over particular prob-
lems of form. If that definition is, a priori, in line with the laws 
of Western aesthetics, it differs from the oral quality that charac-
terizes such notions – or concepts – in sub-Saharan cultures. The 
prominence of oral culture over written culture was seen as a pre-
cluding factor for the existence of an aesthetics specific to the art 
produced in Africa. The british artist and critic Roger Fry wrote, 
in the beginning of the 1920s, about the disadvantage of oral tra-
dition in structuring critical and classificatory thinking: “It is for 
want of a conscious critical sense and the intellectual power of 
comparison and classification that the ‘Negro’4 has failed to cre-
ate one of the great cultures of the world”.5 Thompson addresses 
this statement by pointing out that, regardless of the established 
philosophical belief, there is not an essential co-relation between 
aesthetic criticism and the written language, even though that 
belief has served Western culture as a bias for downgrading all 
knowledge that arises from different baselines. In doing so, 
Thompson shields both the legitimacy of oral narratives and its 
specific potentialities. 

Nigerian sociologist Oyèrónké Oyěwùmí states that oral tradition 
can destabilize the category-accustomed Cartesian mind since 
orality-based cultures reject the familiar (Western) dissociation 
between mind and matter. Oyěwùmí also points out that, like-
wise, the primacy of the visual sense for reality apprehension is 
a premise associated with written cultures, while in cultures that 
favor oral tradition, like the Yoruba culture, the hearing sense 
shares the protagonism weaving a more diffuse sensorial activ-
ity. That distinction leads Oyěwùmí to suggest the term “world-
sense”6 to describe the manner in which different cultural groups 

4  Fry’s writings are from the 1920s, prior to the critical revisions on the use 
of the word “Negro”, therefore we chose to keep the original wording. 
5  Thompson, 1971, p. 374-375.
6  In Portuguese, “cosmopercepção”.

apprehend the world, whilst “worldview”7 would be more appro-
priate to signal the logic of vision-based societies.8 Also, writing 
has historically been taken as the distinguishing mark between 
the civilized and the primitive within the Western mythical struc-
ture, characterizing the colonization process and the struggle of 
enslaved people for freedom. The story of Frederick Douglass, 
among so many others, illustrates the dynamic of literacy inter-
diction as submission strategy when he narrates how he learned 
to write alone, as a kid, using the books he had access to clandes-
tinely surpassing his master’s prohibition.

The study of oral and written-based societies, while fruitful in 
enlightening the colonial logic and its epistemic racism, is not the 
focus of this work. Nevertheless, it is surprising that Thompson 
would mention this issue in the very beginning of his paper not 
to have it reverberate on any of his subsequent analyses. What 
is found in Thompson’s text is, in fact, a direct juxtaposition of 
Yoruba oral concepts to Western written language – his own 
epistemological framework –, which raises questions about the 
legitimacy of his strategy. As Oyěwùmí indicates, certain world 
conceptions cannot be explained only through the world-view 
approach since they arise from a broader approach, the world-
sense; therefore, the translation of oral tradition to written tradi-
tion entails a shrinkage of its expressive potential.

Another aspect overlooked by Thompson is the inherent histo-
ricity of traditional art production. Reinforcing a conception of 
history that is applicable only to the owners of its narrative, the 
author reiterates the structure of art history as a discipline com-
mitted to a chronological development accessible only to specific 
(Western) cultures, while traditional (Black-African) cultures are 
relegated to an a-historical perspective that immobilizes them in 
time. Sally Price, in her article “A arte dos povos sem história” 
[The Art of the People without History], discusses how widespread 
statements made by anthropologists and art historians over the 

7  In Portuguese, “cosmovisão”.
8  Oyěwùmí, Oyěrónké.The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense 
of Western Gender Discourses. Minneapolis: Minnesota Press, 2001. p. 77.
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years weigh upon a deeper understanding of traditional art. Mar-
ginalized by classic historiography, traditional cultures – along 
with their artistic production – are commonly attributed a lack 
of historical development, anchored on an “image of extremely 
conservative people, buried in tradition, trapped by ancestral 
practices, that can only know the past through mythical accounts 
of creation”.9 Although Thompson’s article avoids directly tack-
ling this aspect, his attempt to map out critical terms is clearly 
based on the assumption that traditional art production is static 
and a-temporal, which is noticeable in the lack of reference to the 
time of production of artworks, as well as in the lack of mention 
to any processual quality that could be attributed to the identified 
aesthetic categories. Moreover, considering that the production 
of traditional art is not relegated to the past but is still present in 
contemporary production, the classical perspective according to 
which “art can be ‘traditional’ or ‘contemporary’, ‘authentically 
primitive’ or ‘contaminated by external influences’”10 is undoubt-
edly overcome. Denying the historicity of agraph people means 
not only to reassure an alleged essential link between writing and 
history, but also to reassure the presupposition that traditional 
societies are not funded on the individual, an assumption that 
turns their members into interchangeable beings as if they all had 
the exact same cultural knowledge and capabilities.11 

When the traditional art produced in Africa reached prominence 
in Europe – first brought by the hands of the French, German, and 
British colonizers – the lack of interest in mastering a communal 
orthographic system to African cultures, allied to the ethnocentric 
European thinking, made the admiration towards the artworks 
ignorant or even indifferent to its original quality parameters for 
production, the very parameters responsible for shaping such 
works. Thompson states that this incomprehension, resulting 
from an alleged lack of aesthetic response attributed to Black-Af-
rican peoples by foreigners, derives from a symbolic difference 

9  Price, Sally. A arte dos povos sem história. Afro-Ásia, Salvador, n. 18, 
1996, p. 205-224, p. 206.
10  Price, 1996, p. 210. Our emphasis.
11  Cf. Price, 1996, p. 211.

that arose from the encounter of the “civilized” and the “primi-
tive”12, and served as a racist characterization that supported the 
actions of the colonizers. The development of post-colonial stud-
ies in the United States, the decolonial studies in Latin America, 
the criticism of traditional historiography made by contemporary 
artistic production – which served the imposition of Eurocentric 
thinking for centuries as it adhered to the so-called “universal 
art” –, and the reflections on African epistemics and aesthetics 
allow for a different approach to the question. The absence of 
debate over the parameters, or even the existence, of an aesthet-
ics of traditional African art must be thought of as a consequence 
to the imposition of Eurocentric culture on the still current colo-
nization project of African territories, and not simply as a conse-
quence of symbolic differences.

Thompson points out that traditional African art is not, as it 
may appear to foreign eyes, restricted to religious practice, but 
immersed in a broader social-cultural context and subject to 
aesthetic judgment of anyone inserted in African culture. That 
implies that any member of an African culture is able to utter a 
well-founded aesthetic judgment about the artistic production 
of their culture. It should be mentioned that Thompson restricts 
his analyses to Yoruba culture and develops his thesis from 
these analyses. Though meaningful in the African continent, the 
Yoruba culture alone is unable to represent the continent’s vast 
cultural diversity. Such a correlation brings the author to take the 
part as the expression of the whole, producing a false cohesion of 
thinking that obliterates the multiplicity of local artistic expres-
sions. Therefore, it is only with caution and with attention to 
the diversity displayed by Africa that one must take Thompson’s 
arguments, especially due to the discussion of possible formal 
aesthetic attributes that define part of the artistic production and 
that consolidate the existence of aesthetic critic in Africa.

Regarding the Yoruba production, Thompson states the existence 
of a consistent critical domain of formal aesthetic parameters for 

12  Thompson, 1971, p. 376. Quotations from the original.



94 95african aesthetics african aesthetics

traditional artworks, which inform judgment for artworks’ quali-
tative analysis.

When Yoruba criticize art — and I have met a few patrons who 
were willing to assess the merits of sculpture on altars to the 
gods — they often speak fluently and convincingly of the deli-
cacy of a line or the roundness of a mass, attesting, again and 
again, a refined ability to identify swiftly the aesthetic compo-
nents of form.13

The qualification of an object according to its formal character-
istics implies a systematized and shared aesthetic knowledge. 
Throughout his research on the Yoruba culture, Thomson extracts 
aesthetic criteria from the remarks on the artworks made by the 
people, which prove to be based on a consensual idea of taste: 
“Each criterion, a named abstraction, defined a category of ele-
gance or finish by which Yoruba recognize, greet, and explain the 
presence of art”.14 One of these criteria is the category of jijora, 
a Yoruba term translated by the author as “mimesis at the mid-
point”15, that is, jijora corresponds to a type of mimesis at the mid-
point between the absolute abstraction and the absolute likeness. 
Yoruba mimesis lays, therefore, at the midpoint between the real-
istic imitation of forms and the total abstraction of forms.That 
leads to a comprehension of mimesis somewhat detached from 
figuration, demonstrating the insufficiency of art theories predi-
cated on an evolutive history of representation, such as adopted 
by many historians, art theorists, and philosophers like Arthur 
Danto and his theory developed in After the End of Art:

Taking Gombrich’s account at face value, the progress is pos-
sible mainly because there are two components, one manual 
and the other perceptual. It is the latter which reveals discrep-
ancies in representational adequacy, and it is important to take 
account of the fact that perception itself undergoes relatively 

13  Thompson, 1971, p. 375.
14  Thompson, 1971, p. 376.
15  Thompson, 1971, p. 376.

little change over the period in question-let’s say from about 
1300 to 1900-otherwise there would be no possibility of prog-
ress: the progress has to be in representations that look more 
and more like visual reality [...]16

That approach is not applicable to Yoruba expression since it 
ignores the particular categories of that specific culture, privileg-
ing the universalisation of Eurocentric categories.

Visibility, (in Yoruba, ìfarahòn) is another prominent aesthetic 
category used to evaluate the pronounced quality of beauty in tra-
ditional Yoruba sculptures. Visibility speaks of the clarity of form 
and lines when they achieve humane contours, not as imitation of 
features that would draft the human form, but as the impression 
of human patterns on rough natural phenomena, to some degree 
referring to the mark of human rationality interference on the 
world. Thompson offers a noteworthy example to illustrate the 
extension of the concept: “this country has become civilized” lit-
erally means, in Yoruba, “this portion of the earth has lines upon 
its face”.17 That sentence, in Yoruba, becomes even more mean-
ingful due to the ambiguity it carries between line and scar. It is 
through the concept of visibility that the Yoruba address the way 
in which they act upon the world, both in their artistic production 
and in their daily actions of interference. 

The description of concepts developed here reflects the vagueness 
adopted by Thompson himself, whose analyses are presented 
only briefly. Aesthetics in Traditional Africa is a concise work, 
and the notion of mimesis is the most explored aesthetic cate-
gory. Concepts such as luminosity, symmetry, and delicacy, that 
Thompson defines as aesthetic criteria, are merely mentioned in 
the text. Ephebism (òdó, in Yoruba) gets a little more attention, 
although limited to one paragraph. In short, that aesthetic cate-
gory refers to a representation of humanity in what would be the 
ideal point of physicality, right between the extremes of infancy 

16  Danto, Arthur C. After the End of Art: contemporary art and the pale of 
history. New York: Princeton University Press, 1995, p. 49.
17  Thompson, 1971, p. 377.
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and oldness. According to the category of ephebism, traditional 
sculpture must represent features of the young body. This brief 
inventory of criteria listed by Thompson should come together as 
a unity described by him as the “Yoruba aesthetics”.

On the concepts of “African art” 
and “African aesthetics”

Roger Somé analyzes, in “Le concept d’‘esthétique africaine: 
essai d’une géneálogie critique”, the origin of the concert of 
“African aesthetics”, which emerges alongside with the concept 
of “African art” (in both terms, we have adopted the quotations 
used by the author). What he means by African art is the tradi-
tional artistic production of the African populations located south 
of the Sahara, not limited to Yoruba culture. Somé points out that 
the acknowledgment of “African art” has influenced the desire to 
constitute an “African aesthetics”, as if all discourse about art was 
necessarily an aesthetic discourse. The author emphasizes the 
oral tradition as the main source of information for studying the 
objects of black art, something that Thompson had also noticed. 
In line with oral tradition, Somé’s studies take place mainly 
through dialogues with the people who promote access to African 
art, also leading to the understanding of the socio-cultural devel-
opments of that artistic production.

The emergency of the idea of an “African aesthetics” – as a pos-
sibility for extending the European concept of aesthetics to Afri-
can production – was first stated in Western writings and, later, 
by African thinkers looking to refute the racist thesis according 
to which black people would be human beings without civiliza-
tion, savages. Some Western africanists came to join this group of 
African intellectuals, says Somé. Among these authors, there are 
some that support the existence of artworks from sub-Saharan 
Africa that would correspond to liberal art or even to the French 
artistic movement motivated by the theory of l’art pour l’art. 
Somé detects several problems in that correspondence between 
African art and exogenous categories and builds his arguments in 
direct dialogue with Kant’s third critique.

The problem of taste in the development 
of an “African aesthetics”

The expression “l’art pour l’art” has its origins in 19th-century 
France. In 1804, Benjamin Constant, within the parameters of 
the then current discussion over the Kantian aesthetics, wrote 
that l’art pour l’art is the art produced without an utilitarian pur-
pose – educational, religious or even political – since the attribu-
tion of mundane functionality to art would distort the essence of 
its disinterested existence. The purpose of art is to not have a pur-
pose.18 Latter, Théophile Gautier and Charles Baudelaire became 
strong advocates of the l’art pour l’art movement, that Gautier 
defined as: “not only the form for the form, but also the form for 
the beauty, abstracted from any external idea, from any deviation 
in favor of any doctrine, from all immediate utility”.19

It is clear, we may conclude, that the phrase l’art pour l’art was 
used in 1804 as synonym for the aesthetic concept of disinter-
estedness, which Kant had expressed as “purposiveness with-
out purpose”. With the return of the Bourbon kings in 1815, 
snatches of aesthetic theory coming through Kant and deemed 
Kantian were brought to Paris by various intermediaries, none 
of them prepared to transmit the Critique of Judgment whole 
or well understood. Under various rubrics the “new aesthet-
ics” spread in Paris; gradually l’art pour l’art became the name 
of the movement as well as the rubric of its central doctrine.20

In his third critique, Kant establishes the determinations of the 
judgment of taste, which meant the overcoming of prior aesthetic 
theories that privileged analyses of artistic effect organized from 
logical prescriptions for appreciation. Kant restructured reception 

18  Wilcox, John. “The Beginnings of l’Art Pour l’Art”. The Journal of Aes-
thetics and Art Criticism, v. 11, n. 4, Special Issue on the Interrelations of 
the Arts, June 1953, p. 360-377, p. 360.
19  Gautier apud Venturi, Lionello. História da crítica de arte. Translated by 
Rui Eduardo Santana Brito. Lisboa: Edições 70, 2013, p. 255. 
20  Wilcox, 1953, p. 377. Our emphasis.
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by funding the faculty of judging an object or a representation on 
the demand of its emancipation from interest. An artistic object 
may please the subject independently of its usefulness, turning 
the judgment of taste into an operation emancipated from con-
ceptual categories and oriented by disinterested satisfaction. This 
satisfaction, a subjective sensation that holds beauty as its princi-
ple, is simultaneously a judgment with universal pretension and a 
particular judgment with an objective foundation. The faculty of 
aesthetic judgment is thought of as a property shared by all individ-
uals, which supports its pretension to universality as far as the sen-
sation of beauty, even though noncommunicable through concepts, 
is shared by a sensible community.21 The judgment of taste, moti-
vated by beauty without interest and without concept, disentangles 
aesthetic evaluation from the rationalist logic and its emphasis on 
purpose, separating aesthetic judgment from the ordinary inter-
ested satisfaction of everyday life. By attributing to beauty a subjec-
tive principle not limited to subjectivism, Kant removes sensibility 
from under the rationalist and the empiricist traditions.

The theory of l’art pour l’art, resorting to Kantian theoretical 
framework, endorses the artistic production that displays extreme 
autonomy as a synonym of disinterest, an art focused only on its 
own internal questions and, therefore, disconnected from “real” 
life. In that context, the formal issues of the artworks become the 
major concern for the artistic production engaged with the French 
movement. Coming from this understanding, Carl Einstein, in 
Negro Sculpture (1915), holds that the content of an artwork is 
irrelevant to its appreciation and that the artistic form, and the 
way it affects us, should be the main concern of aesthetics, a posi-
tion that made him one of the most faithful representatives of the 
formalist thesis in his studies of African aesthetics.

Also Frank Willett evokes the l’art pour l’art theory, notably 
in African Art, where he analyzes decorative Bawoya art from 
Congo and Yoruba engravings applied to utensils. Somé ques-

21  Cf. KANT, Immanuel. Crítica da faculdade do juízo. Translated by 
Valério Rohden and Antônio Marques. Rio de Janeiro: Forense Universi-
tária, 2010, p. 47-92.

tions Willet’s classification of part of the Bawoya production 
as “decorative”, defending that, in fact, these would be secular 
artworks, in line with Thompson’s argument for the existence 
of non-religious art production in Africa. The position taken by 
Somé and Thompson on the subject conflicts with that of Michel 
Leiris who, in his preface of “Arts et peuples de l’Afrique noire”, 
states that the Peuls Bororo, from Nigeria, have “an ‘acute taste 
for the beauty of forms’ even though this people does not produce 
anything that could be labeled as ‘artwork’”.22 Leiris subscribes 
to the short-sighted understanding that the artistic production 
of non-European people cannot attain the status of art due to its 
(false) limitation to the religious sphere.

In order to defend the existence of a contemplative art particular to 
the Black-African peoples, some authors will not hesitate to speak 
of the “perception of beauty in African cultures” (Harris Memel-
Foté), the “aesthetic feeling of the black” (M. Leiris), the “black-af-
rican aesthetics” (Senghor), the “fang aesthetics” (Fernandez), 
and the “Yoruba aesthetics” (Thompson)”.23 All these studies aim 
to demonstrate the existence of an aesthetics specific to Black-Af-
rican peoples, which should be confirmed through the projection 
of Western vocabulary onto said production, or through the cor-
respondence between local categories and fundamental notions 
of classical aesthetics – like beauty, or mimesis –, or through the 
expression of some form of universal aesthetic feeling. 

Following Carl Einstein, Franz Boas defends, in Primitive Art24, 
that sensibility to beauty is universal and that aesthetic plea-
sure exists everywhere. This statement shows the complexity 
that seems to arise from the aesthetic question when applied to 
non-European peoples, as if the foundation of aesthetic thinking 

22  “[...] un goût aigu de la beauté des formes’ même si ce peuple ne produit 
‘rien que l’on puisse étiqueter ‘objet d’art”. Apud Somé, 1994, p. 118.
23  “la perception de la beauté dans la culture africaine” (Harris Memel-
Foté), du “sentiment esthétique des Noires” (M. Leiris), de “l’esthétique 
négro-africaine” (Senghor), de “l’esthétique fang” (Fernandez) ou encore 
de “l’esthétique yoruba” (Thompson)”. Somé, 1994, p. 118.
24  Boas, Franz. Primitive art. H. Aschehoug: Oslo, 1927.
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demanded different origins for different peoples. This complex-
ity, that Boas does not examine, should explain the existence of 
an expression of feelings noticeable in its purity, as an immedi-
ate action compelled by the aesthetic feeling that constitutes the 
proof of existence of an African aesthetics. As an example, Boas 
mentions African dance that, regardless of having a social func-
tion or not, is able to excite a person and provoke immediate plea-
sure. Another example is the Dagara funerals, in Burkina Faso, 
where people will start dancing to manifestate their pleasure in 
watching someone else dance well. To dance or not to dance is, 
in itself, a manifestation of the judgment on the music’s qual-
ity. Clearly, the possibility to manifest an immediate feeling as 
a response to aesthetic stimuli exists in non-European peoples. 
However, asks Somé, is that the same as saying that these peoples 
have a solid discourse about their artistic production? How must 
we define aesthetic discourse in order to analyze its direct corre-
spondence to the existence of art in a given society? Among these 
incisive questions, Somé reiterates that even with the consolida-
tion of aesthetics as a philosophical discipline, philosophy has 
historically demonstrated a myriad of controversial approaches 
to art. Arthur Danto, in The Philosophical Disenfranchisement of 
Art25, shows the control that philosophical thinking exerted over 
artistic production since Plato and the problem of images. While 
it may seem obvious, it is still necessary to stress that classical 
aesthetic questions carry the mark of its own historicity. 

Somé states that Franz Boas, even though manifesting a tendency 
to generalizations, proposes an African aesthetics that arises 
from the sensibility of black people to beauty, as well as from the 
existence of philosophical aesthetic categories in black-African 
cultures that differ from European categories. Boas takes part in a 
tradition influenced by the ethnological thinking that – from Mar-
cel Griaule to Michel Leiris, including Jean Laude and Jacqueline 
Delange – has been denouncing the ethnocentric tendency in 
Western analyses over African art. This line of thinking condemns 
the Western attitude of observing other cultures through its own 

25  Danto, Arthur. The Philosophical Disenfranchisement of Art. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2004.

glasses, which Louis Perrois refers to as “le regard du blac”.26 Jean 
Laude, in Les arts de l’Afrique noir, written in 1966, refused the 
rapprochements made between the baroque or gothic styles and 
African art. To him, as Somé puts,

[...] the “terrifying” aspect “of certain masks and statues that 
are attributed to the insecure atmosphere that surrounds the 
peoples who make use of these objects” is a way of “deter-
mining the meaning of a presumed expression in reference to 
models that have different codes and value systems’”27

What is to be gained by the approximation between African art 
and the baroque – or any other style or school from the European 
tradition? The comparison seems to serve the purpose of preserv-
ing the dignity of African art specifically through its potential sim-
ilarities to the Western canon, as if that was the proper measure 
for any artistic evaluation. Moreover, why is it necessary to estab-
lish the existence of an African aesthetics, as if it was the only way 
to safeguard the validity of its artistic production?28 To address 
these questions, Somé presents, as his starting hypothesis, that 
those who defend an “African aesthetics” fund their theses on the 
formal appreciation of the black artistic object, disregarding its 
social function. This obliteration of the object’s function seeks, in 
a way, to honor the Kantian tradition of disinterestedness insofar 
as it permeates the aesthetic interpretation of Western authors. 
They overlook, however, that such a severance is external to the 
cultural reality of the analyzed peoples, to whom the ritual func-
tion of an object is inextricable to its formal realization.

26  Boas apud Somé, 1994, p. 121.
27  “[...] ‘l’aspect ‘terrifiant de certains masques et statuettes que l’on attri-
bute au climat d’insécurité dans lequel vivraient les euples que les utilis-
ent’, est une manière de ‘déterminer le sens d’une expression résumée en 
référence à des modèles dont le condé et les systèmes de valeurs sont dif-
férents’”. Somé, 1994, p. 121.
28  Somé, Roger. “Le concept d’‘esthétique africaine’: essai d’une généalo-
gie critique”. Revista do Museu de Arqueologia e Etnologia, São Paulo, n. 4, 
1994. p. 117-139, p. 121.
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Memel-Foté, an anthropologist born in the Ivory Coast, notes that 
the approach to beauty in African cultures is an active approach 
enmeshed with the theoretical development of a philosophy of 
action. It encompasses a religious conception as well as an ethical 
one, and it is intertwined with a political stand that affects art.29 
It is from this context that African intellectuals and africanists 
have developed concepts to support their claim to the existence 
of an “African aesthetics”. With exception to stylistic analysis of 
African sculpture – notably the work of Perrois30 – most of aes-
thetic studies tend to focus their efforts in demonstrating that 
Black-Africans are capable of aesthetic feelings. It seems that 
their underlying goal is to confront the racist idea according to 
which there are primitive humans whose rational and sensible 
structures would differ from those of “civilized humans”. The 
struggle to sustain the equivalence of rational and sensible capa-
bilities shared by humans strikes Somé as something obvious 
that, nevertheless, moves the researches that focus on the African 
conceptual aspects, or the native languages, in an effort to estab-
lish some form of classification of the aesthetic appreciation. That 
brings us back to the cases studied by Thompson in Aesthetics in 
Traditional Africa.

On the inexistence of an “African aesthetics”

In 1971, when Thompson determines that the art produced by 
African societies holds an autonomous dimension and, thus, 
does not serve only to religious purposes31, he lays the field for his 
argument in favor of the existence of a list of criteria proper to the 
Yoruba culture for aesthetic appreciation. Among these criteria 
jijora stands out, a term that, as mentioned in the beginning of 
this text, Thompson translates as “mimesis at the midpoint”, but 
that Somé prefers to translate as “ressemblance”. As mentioned, 

29  Somé, 1994, p. 122.
30  Cf. Perrois, L. Fang: visions of Africa. Milão: 5 Continents Editions, 
2008.
31  Thompson, 1971, p. 375.

Somé adds to Thompson’s list the concepts of visuality, clarity of 
trace and ephebism.

Without returning to the Yoruba appreciation criteria described by 
Thompson, it is important to clarify, following Somé, that Thomp-
son’s analysis is not fundamentally different from the preceding 
studies that attempt to establish the existence of an “African 
aesthetic”. Even though Thompson derived his arguments from 
a vocabulary specific to the Yoruba, his argumentation still pur-
sues a theoretical formulation of the criteria used by the Yoruba 
for judging their artistic production. But, from the existence of 
such categories does not necessarily follow that they constitute 
an “aesthetics” in the Western sense of the word. The possibil-
ity of a “Yoruba aesthetics” is much more a concern embedded 
in Thompson’s reflection than a concern that emerges from the 
Yoruba culture. That will lead Somé to describe Thompson;s aes-
thetics as much more Western – or, at most, North-American – 
than Yoruba, since aesthetics implies more than the existence of 
a vocabulary for assessing the artworks. 

According to Somé, the requirements admitted by Thompson 
to determine the concept of mimesis – or likeness – in Yoruba 
sculpture do not take into consideration that, in fact, the likeness 
is related to a ritual in which the sculptural object is integrated. 
The artist maintains a primordial relation with the ritual during 
which the sculpture is used, and the formal elements of the object 
bear significance only in relation to its functionality. Therefore, 
the appreciation of its likeness should be primarily connected to 
its functionality and, only afterwards, to its form. Based on the 
fact that form is essential to classic aesthetics discourse, Somé 
questions all other aesthetic criteria established by Thompson – 
visibility, luminosity, brightness, ephebism. But the prominence 
of form is not the key issue that arises from this debate. What we 
would like to question is the necessary relation between the exis-
tence of a descriptive vocabulary of appreciative categories and 
the inexorable existence of an “aesthetics” as its immediate con-
sequence. In other words: is aesthetic judgment always present, 
universally? Even Thompson recognizes that among the Yoruba 
there are individuals who own sculptures but refuse to evaluate 
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them. That information brings the author to infer that not all peo-
ple are able to judge an artistic object. The nature of this refusal 
of judgment is not analyzed by Thompson, but it will bring Somé 
to assess such refusal as irreconcilable with aesthetic judgment in 
Kantian terms. The judgment of taste presumes liberty for object 
appreciation, since it integrates the project for the modern sub-
jectivity as a free and autonomous rationality.

Somé does not subscribe to Thompson’s aesthetic categories for 
appreciation because they do not do justice to the superiority of 
function in detriment of form as applied by the Yoruba culture. 
In this sense, Yoruba appreciation contradicts the disinterested-
ness of beauty perpetrated by European aesthetics, reiterating 
Foté’s argument that “the approach of beauty to the Black-African 
peoples is an active approach”.32 The aesthetic value of objects is 
inextricably imbricated to their contexts of use, subordinating 
Yoruba art to the demands of immediate life. The characteristics 
proper to Yoruba aesthetic appreciation – including the axial turn 
in form’s role – lead Somé to refute the possibility of legitimately 
funding an African aesthetics on the existence of categories which 
are aesthetic categories only in the European sense of the term. 
Somé demonstrates, through a long analysis of expressions used 
in native languages of Africa to determine beauty, that the exis-
tence of an aesthetic feeling in Black-African peoples is unques-
tionable. However, he stresses that this beauty can not be thought 
of from European categories, not even from the European cate-
gory of beauty. It is imperative that the African aesthetic expres-
sion be thought of through its own categories, as what beauty 
means for these cultures. As Théophile Obenga puts it: “beauty is 
a kaleidoscope, infinitely variable. On the other hand, the ‘ugly’ 
is un-aesthetic, which means deprived of life, static in its state, 
a sort of inert carbon”.33 Instead of looking for ways through 
which an aesthetic discourse built on external categories could be 

32  “la vision du beau our les négro-africains est une vision active”. Foté 
apud Somé, 1994, p. 122.
33  “Le beau est un kaléidoscope, variable à l’infini. En revanche, le ‘laid’ est 
inesthétique, c’est-à-dire privé de vie, statique en son état, une espèce de 
carbone inerte”. Obenga apud Somé, 1994, p. 125.

applied to African art to sustain an “African aesthetic”, Somé is 
interested in discussing and widening the comprehension of Afri-
can aesthetic expressions starting from these very expressions, 
without the need of adequacy to exogenous concepts.

On the same year that the journal of the Museum of Archeology 
and Ethnology of USP published Roger Somé’s article, the art his-
torian Hans Belting wrote the preface of his book “The End of the 
History of Art”, where he states that: 

The universal art emerges finally as the chimera of a global cul-
ture of art history is defy as a product of European culture. On 
the other hand, minorities reclaim their participation in an art 
history of collective identity in which they are not represented.34

It is a matter of realizing how the imposition of exogenous cat-
egories onto cultures that were traditionally overlooked by the 
Western concept of humanity, while meaningful as an effort to 
insert these cultures within the “civilized” thinking framework, 
still implies a new form of colonization. Lifting concepts to the 
abstract universal ignores its historical nature and conceals the 
relativity of its validity, making the expectation of totalization, in 
fact, excluding. That is the intellectual mark of all colonial expe-
rience and of European hegemony.

Sharing similar perspectives in regards to the European thought 
as a tool for comprehending artistic production, Somé ends his 
essay stating that the problem of “African aesthetics” does not 
dwell on the capability of African peoples to produce beautiful 
things nor on their sensibility to beauty. If such matters are ana-
lyzed by authors concerned with safeguarding African peoples’ 
sensibility, they are nonetheless not fundamental to art. The 
real struggle, continues Somé, lays on identifying in which con-
ditions the objects produced by African peoples – in a non-Euro-
pean cultural context – can be objects in a discourse that abides 
to the rules of a certain “science”, in reference to the definition of 

34  Belting, Hans. O fim da história da arte: uma revisão dez anos depois. 
Translated by Rodnei Nascimento. São Paulo: Cosac Naify, 2012, p. 18.
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aesthetics as “science of beauty”. In one of his precise inquiries, 
he writes: “What are the limits of Western classic aesthetics, and 
why are all its categories not applicable to ‘African art’?”.35 Somé 
explains that his intention is to evaluate Western aesthetics in its 
own limitations, and not to analyze the possibilities for submit-
ting African art to such parameters. He concludes the article by 
insisting that the possibilities of existence of an African aesthet-
ics are inexact.

We do not wish to establish the criteria of legitimacy for an aes-
thetic discourse applicable to the traditional art produced in 
Africa, nor for the existence of an “african aesthetics”. Somé’s 
assessments, motivated by his reading of Thompson and many 
other authors, provide us with uncertainties on the universal reach 
of aesthetic-philosophical concepts deriving from Eurocentric 
thinking. It also questions the universal validity of the concept of 
art. These uncertainties are most fertile to philosophical thinking 
inasmuch as it deprives us from the comfort of fixed concepts and 
allows us to broaden our understanding of the world. Where there 
are doubts, there is the possibility for more genuine questions. 

35  “Quelles sont les limites de cette esthétique classique occidentale et 
pourquoi toutes ses catégories ne sont-elles pas applicables à ‘l’art afric-
ain’?”. Somé, 1994, p. 130.
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1. Wandering names

What happened after the fall of the Berlin Wall became an import-
ant question for me – what is happening today in this simultane-
ously globalized, fragmented and hybridized world of the new 
century? After the fall of one Wall, various and new walls were 
created: local, wired, prefabricated, temporary, laser, with facial 
recognition sensors, portable, but also heavy from reinforced con-
crete and steel, immovable, impermeable, and impassable. At the 
same time, we are witnessing a paradoxical situation of the impos-
sibility of free human movement and the domination of economic 
and political movement management. Workers cannot of their 
own free will travel from Nepal or Indonesia in search of work or 
a better life to Serbia, Hungary or Germany, but they can be sent 
and supervised temporarily from one society to another as hired 
workforce through agencies and business operations. Further-
more, the transfer of capital takes place in language, in images, 
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task is to determine the best ways to act in situations or segments 
where there is simultaneously global unification and complexity 
of untranslatable communication modalities in chaotic mixtures 
of meanings and affects.

2. Transdisciplinary construction 
of sequence and/or history

The previous century’s exit events, the transition between the two 
centuries and the entry into the new century are characterized by 
the fact that it is not an obvious important moment/sequence, the 
effect or break of identification, self-identification and the tactics 
of changing intersubjective communication. The scattered expe-
riences I gained in the various events of exiting, transitioning, 
and entering the new century are at the same time too complex 
to be reduced to one coherent autobiographical or self-referential 
narrative, and on the other hand, they are subject to analysis that 
must index and identify, sometimes invisible, and sometimes dra-
matically intense connections of affects, concepts, and discourses 
within planned and unexpected, completely accidental devices, 
in which human forms of life are formed. These forms of life are 
presented in the process of interweaving real and imaginary in 
events that are nothing but effects: “But insofar as they are effects, 
they must be tied not only to endogenous causes, but to exogenous 
causes as well, effective states of affairs, actions really undertaken, 
and passions or contemplations effectively actualized”3. 

In different time frames or sequences during the second half of 
the 20th century, there are tendencies towards abandoning the 
auspices of one century, towards the division of potential turn-
ing points or transitional moments or time intervals, and their 
retrospective summation into the illusion of a unique differen-
tiating and decisive event that ends the last century and opens 
the 21st century. The new century gets underway as a multiplicity 
of operating modes. The event, therefore, is not understood as a 

3  Gilles Deleuze, “Thirtieth Series of The Pahantasm“, in The Logic of 
Sense, 1990, 210.

and even in affects1 that prepare accelerated “war economies” 
and “performative, utilitarian and non-transparent digitalized 
communications”. Why do we have modern wars, because it is 
the fastest way to enrich the political and economic elites. States 
function like corporations, and corporations act like imperial and 
globalized states. Modern capitalism negates the modalities of 
representative democracy in order to replace the security/abun-
dance society with a society of uncontrolled exploitation and divi-
sion between the rich and the poor. Media of mass communication 
have brought to the affect all of that which directs people’s transin-
dividual inter-relationships towards a represented identification, 
confirmed or rejected by focus groups for political decisions that 
ensure the sustainability of the “current government” and its eco-
nomic interests. Socialism is no longer, or more precisely: it exists 
as a nostalgic memory of the ideal of a new society based on direct 
democracy; at the same time, its remnants seem to take over the 
functions of expansive capitalism with visible or invisible control 
mechanisms. Finally, transitional societies are actualized through 
marginal social orders established on autocratic rule, which in 
some cases is based on the transfer of power through succession; 
or it becomes an experimental micro practice that renames histor-
ical and current alternatives with dominant policies.

The following is said by Sylvain Lazarus about this singular tem-
porary situation of sequences and vectors without a determined 
place: “Sequence is a time frame in which a mode operates, that 
is, a specific invention of a certain politics (...) We are finding our-
selves, I suppose, in a situation where there could be names with-
out places. I will talk about them as wandering names”.2 

My goal is to identify the contradictions and antagonisms that 
shape contemporary art in relation to society – in reaching, manu-
facturing, discerning or surpassing reality. The first and foremost 

1  Compare with Christian Marazzi, Capital and Language. From the New 
Economy to the War Economy, 2008; and Christian Marazzi, Capital and 
Affects. Politics of Language Economy, 2011. 
2  Sylvain Lazarus, en collaboration avec Claire Nioche, Cronologies du 
présent 2018-2019, 2020, p. 46, 48.
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homogeneous flow of sequences or impacts, but as a multitude of 
divergent and heterogeneous fluxes that escape a single direction 
and targeting.

How did the actualization of recognition, self-identification and 
conceptualization of the beginning of the new century play itself 
out? When did the transition take place or when did the transi-
tions from the old century to the new take place? From another 
point of view: I found myself in a new century and I am not sure 
when, where, and what happened that I found myself outside a 
close, perhaps intimate, infrastructure being caught in the traps, 
promises, and illusions of potential and unexpected operating 
modes of the new era. Is my insecurity amenable to analysis and 
discussion, or is it an agent of narratives that make the situation 
even more uncertain and non-transparent? Has something really 
changed, or am I just imagining changed constellations of things/
events, or am I imagining the unimaginable: the realization of the 
future, which thus becomes the actualization of modernity and, 
almost at the same time, shows itself as a transition into the imme-
diate past. Is this insecurity of mine similar to the insecurities of a 
man who passed from the eighteenth to the nineteenth and from 
the nineteenth to the twentieth century? How different is my 
insecurity from the insecurity that painter Caspar David Fried-
rich (1774-1840) or physician Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) experi-
enced when they were passing from one century to another? How 
did the conception of the image of painting with all its perceptual 
and affective outcomes change between the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries? How did the treatment of the subject change in 
its shift from the subconscious as the world of nocturnal deities 
to the unconscious as a parallel world not motivated by the sub-
ject of repressed urges, desires or, perhaps, fantasies between the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries?

Nevertheless, in the first decades of the new century, there are 
always recognizable protagonists born in the previous century, 
regardless of whether they were formed in it or were they just born 
in it? In other words, how much do painter Claude Monet (1840-
1926), composer Eric Satie (1866-1925), artist Marcel Duchamp 
(1887-1968) or theorist Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) owe to the 

nineteenth century, and how much do they mark the initiation of 
art or interpretative possibilities within the twentieth century? 

The processes of economic, business, and cultural globalization 
during the first decades of the twenty-first century indicated that 
the narratives, concepts, and discourses of “universal history” 
must be critically re-examined and questioned4 according to the 
operating modes running in a given transit sequence. Globaliza-
tion is productive and distributive, which means interpretative 
unification, not synthesis or homogenization5, in other words, 
articulation is the classification and unification of differences 
according to assumed or positioned pragmatic and executive 
local, international and global patterns. Local patterns refer to 
any micro-community in regimes of partnership, family, tribe 
or nation-state. International patterns refer to the establishment 
or acceptance of any hegemonic influence that transcends local 
tribal, cultural or national boundaries. The international pattern 
emerges from the “monopoly over the creation of images” that 
one culture has that transcends its borders. Global patterns6 refer 
to practices of unification and standardization at the planetary 
level with established harmonizations and translations of differ-
ent local and global aspects, cultural modalities, economic sys-
tems, media communication modalities, and different identities 
from gender, racial, ethnic to political, economic and, aesthetic 
and cultural.

Various postcolonial and decolonial theories supported by the-
orizations in the context of the “spatial revolution” led to the 
deregulation of the model of universal territory, and the universal 
history tied to it, and thus universal contemporaneity. Instead of 

4  Compare Piotr Piotrowski, “On the Spatial Turn, or Horizontal Art His-
tory!, 378-383; and Peter Osborne, “Working the Contemorary: History as a 
Project of Crisis Today”, from Crisis of Form, 2022, 3-17.
5  Peter Osborne, “Working the Contemporary: History as a Project of Cri-
sis Today”, from Crisis of Form, 14.
6  Peter Weibel, “Globalization and Contemporary Art”, in Hans Belting, 
Andrea Buddensieg, Peter Weibel (eds), The Global Contemporary and 
Rise of New Art Worlds, 2011, 20-27.
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universal territory, history and modernity, a multitude of images 
based on networks and maps of zones of indeterminacy were 
offered, “an open space of nomadic distributions of operating 
modes”.7 Here we are faced with the question: how many differ-
ent Europes are there within the European continent, that is, how 
many Chinas are there within China’s unitary state and “iron fist 
controlled” cultural policy, etc? Such questions can be asked of 
any macrospace in reference to relational microspaces and their 
times, sequences, and derived histories. We can clearly see that 
instead of history as a synthesis of individual scattered singular 
events we encounter the impossibility of connecting micro-his-
tories into a macro-history. This subverts the idea of canonical 
metahistory as the discourse of the master as understood from 
Hegel to Jacques Lacan. It is as if there is no metalanguage that 
is or will unite the scattered unsynchronized events into meta-
history. Instead of synthesis, the possibilities of mapping paths in 
different situations and influences of indeterminacy and exam-
ples of sequences as a capsule of operating modes are hinted at. 
Mapping is drawing a map, actually, a diagram of space and time 
as spatial indexes and their reference trajectories. Mapping is 
based on applying spatial 2d or 3d logic to different time policy 
cases. The tree of history fell apart or dispersed into scattered 
and separated branches, i.e. vectors of chaotic spatially oriented 
movements with often incomparable historical and narrative 
connotations. The detection of temporal connotations is possible 
in different spatial segments, sections or individual territories. 
The chronologies of micro-level events and the performative con-
structions of the sense of time do not match, they are not brought 
under a common unifying narrative. Instead of a great hegemonic 
international flow (isms or arts), which is the imagined history of 
modernity and modernism of the twentieth century, time is now 
speculatively shown as a spatial projection. That time projection 
as a space projection cannot be subsumed under the theory of 
hegemonic history. It can be reduced to the mapping of scattered 
twigs or vectors with incomparable narratives or potentialities 

7  Gilles Deleuze, “Sixteenth Series of the Static Ontological Genesis”, in 
The Logic of Sense¸ 1990, 113.

of narratives that can be recombined, but not connected into a 
unique and solid narrative bundle or flow, that is, a torrent. Rather 
than the achieved speculative or, on the contrary, the experiential 
bundle of narratives about history – narratives of history – we have 
more or less unsuccessful but recognizable attempts to synchro-
nize8 the spatial distributions of national, regional, and global 
economic and political processes. That is why the politics of spa-
tialized temporal potentialities – potential discourses and narra-
tives about sequences with operating modes – snatch the “critique 
of the power of judgment” from aesthetics and the aesthetic the-
ory derived from it as a politicized interpretation.

3. Narrative Imagination of Public 
and Private Rules of Game

I am faced with completely different concepts and models of the 
impact of moving from one sequence to another or a third one, etc. 
I am interested in the tactical executions of changes that can be 
an analogy of narratives about exiting one and entering another 
century or at least exiting one sequence and entering another.

For Example! 

I read in Thomas Mann’s novel how the character Hans Castrop 
gets off the “magic hill”9 and gets on a train, and the narrator’s 
voice says that when he gets off that train, the world will not be 
the same again on that June 28, 1914. The character of the prose 
protagonist is devised as a metaphor for the end of the nineteenth 
century. He is a representative of the identity of the bourgeois 
class, which will disappear with its forms of life with the estab-
lishment of market and consumer capitalism of the early twen-
tieth century. It is as if the First World War completed the social 
order of the nineteenth century and opened up the expansive pos-
sibilities of the new century – a century in which the bourgeois 
class begins to transform into a consumer mass of public culture. 

8  Peter Osborne, “Working the Contemporary: History as a Project of Cri-
sis Today, from Crisis of Form”, 2022, 13.
9  Thomas Mann, The Magic Mountain, 1995, 706.
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The nineteenth century did not end with the Fauvist and Expres-
sionist poetic or painterly fatalism about introverted subjectiv-
ity but with the aesthetic neutrality and indifference of the “new 
user” of industrial products, i.e. with the ready-mades of Marcel 
Duchamp. The principle of artistic design is opposed to the act of 
viewing, choosing, and appropriating. Following the thoughts of 
Walter Benjamin, one could move from the identification of com-
modity immanences of capitalism at the beginning of capitalist 
production to the creation of a surprising allegorical picture of the 
transcendence of capitalism as a totality: “Capitalism has become 
a natural phenomenon with which a new dream-filled sleep came 
over Europe, and, through it, a reactivation of Mythic forces”10. 

A dramatic space of twentieth-century social antagonisms, con-
tradictions, and struggles was built and performed. Abandoned 
is the seemingly obvious logic of thought that linearizes formal 
transformations of form over time, for example, the linear formal 
development of painting from Paul Cézanne’s Cinq Baigneuses 
(1885-87) to Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907).

There have been interpretations of operating modes of interrup-
tion within artistic practices (Marcel Duchamp) instead of linear 
transformations and evolutions of forms and design principles 
(Cézanne, Picasso). Movements of artistic practices led in dif-
ferent directions and towards different expansions within the 
world of art. It is possible to imagine and understand these move-
ments of the transformation of art as a map or, perhaps even, a 
collection of maps with different divergent and convergent tra-
jectories of traveling through unstable worlds that are grouped 
in the immediate past, and that disintegrate and diverge in the 
current realized actuality and thus anticipate the possibilities of 
the upcoming multiple futures. At the very beginning of the twen-
tieth century, the artists Hans Arp and El Lissitzky presented 
the first real artistic decade of the twentieth century (1914-1924) 
with a book, an archive or a collection of different parallel artis-
tic phenomena/media/directions: film, Constructivism, Proun, 

10  Walter Benjamin, “K (Dream City and Dream House, Dreams of the 
Future, Anthropological Nihilism, Jung)”, from The Arcades Project, 391.

Merz, Neoplasticism, dada, Simultanism, Suprematism, etc...11 It 
was about expanding the field of innovative activities (expanded 
field, expanded media, expanded practice) in relation to the nine-
teenth-century models of large stable styles or the twentieth-cen-
tury modernist models focused on the immanence of the form of 
artistic direction. It is not without reason that many scholars and 
artists of the twentieth century were oriented towards maps and 
atlases – allow me to mention only a few – Aby Warburg12, Gerhard 
Richter13 or Thomas Hirschhorn14. That is why it is necessary to 
locate the chaotic and contradictory distribution of impulses of 
construction and destruction, or more precisely, destruction as 
construction and construction as the destruction of new operat-
ing modes and their innovative sequences of the emergence of 
new artistic and aesthetic quality.

Or, when the philosopher Alain Badiou writes about how the 
poet Mandelstam invoked the “beast of the century” by showing 
the passion of the century as real, which is antagonism in itself. 
“That is why the passion of the century – whether it be a question 
of empires, revolutions, the arts, the sciences, or private life – is 
nothing other than war.”15 That is, do we perhaps brutally, calcu-
latedly, tenderly or carelessly slide along the edges of everyday 
ordinariness following the chronology of hours, weeks, months, 
years, and decades that turn out to be sequences of operating 
modes of art? What if changes and chronological linearity don’t 
match? Did the transition to the new century take place between 
1981 and 1983 with the artistic and aesthetic trans-avant-garde, 
neo-expressionism, or retro-avant-garde? Already at the begin-
ning of the 1980s, many imagined the end of that century by 
identifying the end of history, the end of art16 or the end of art 

11  El Lissitzky, Hans Arp, Kunstism, 1925.
12  Aby Warburg: Bilderatlas Mnemosyne: Commentary Volume, 2023.
13  Gerhard Richter, Atlas, 2006.
14  Julie Enckell Julliard (ed), Thomas Hirschhorn, MAPS, 2018.
15  Alain Badioiu, “The Unreconciled”, in The Century, 2007, 38.
16  Arthur C. Danto, “The End of Art”, in The Philosophical Disenfran-
chisement of Art, 1986, 81-115
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theory17. Did the end of the century happen with the political fall 
of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and with the collapse of the USSR and 
the SFRY in 1991, that is, with the first digitalized war modeled on 
computer games in Iraq – the Gulf War? In other words, is the end 
of the century forensically inscribed with genocidal wars in Asia 
(Sri Lanka), Africa (Rwanda) or the Balkans (Bosnia)? Perhaps the 
change of constellations of operating modes became visible with 
the economic crisis, we can call it the economic war of 2008 or 
the global totalizing epidemic, i.e. by the 2019 Coronavirus pan-
demic, or ...?

I’m watching a TV series showing how a group of young men 
(Ryōhei Arisu, Daikichi Karube, Chōta Segawa) notice that the 
inhabitants of Tokyo have disappeared from the downtown and 
that they entering a completely empty area of the city where a 
sound/light signal and an artificial external voice announce that 
a game is about to begin, in which only the winner or winners sur-
vive and move to the next level of the new game18. The games are 
suggested in the narrative of the TV series as a promise of events 
with live actors, although the starting samples of the games are 
actants of computer games or reference comics (Japanese manga 
comics) whose dedicated and obsessive user is the character 
Arisu. This game, as well as similar films/tv shows indexing the 
end of the twentieth century, does not rest on the concept of a dia-
lectical turn of one world into another, but on a set of public and 
private rules that the players/actors consciously or unconsciously 
serve by changing their forms of life with language games19 as 
operating modes, i.e. as samples of directed computer games 
that return to real life as patterns that ensure difference, that is, 
the existence of parallel operating sequenced realities. Different 
media, all genres and very different disciplinary identifications 
are operatingly used in the game. It is shown in an illustrative 
and narrative way that nowadays everything can be a medium 

17  Victor Burgin, “The End of Theory“, in The End of Theory/Criticism 
and Postmodernity, 1987, 140-204.
18  TV show Alice in Borderland (                       ), directed by: Shinsuke Sato, 
based on the graphic manga novel Haro Asoa, Netflix, 2019-2020.
19  Ludwig Wittgenstein, #19, in Philosophical Investigation, 1986, 8-9.

(material) and a medium (means, apparatus, operating mode) of 
a communication event, that all media are equally feasible and 
usable independently or in combination (mixed media). The first, 
second, or third world are not only geopolitical concepts as estab-
lished in globalization theory but are “wandering names” for the 
potentialities of many worlds that become possible through dif-
ferent regimes of aestheticization, digitalization, network socia-
bility, or phantasmatic imagining and performance of stories 
about seemingly impossible lives.

Perhaps the point is not in the transition from the old century to the 
new century, perhaps it is about the transition from the operating 
mode of one set of practices to the mode of another set of practices, 
that is, from one paradigmatic group of sequences to another set 
of sequences. Such a transition retrospectively becomes an index 
for the development of the discourse on the new century. That is 
to say: it is a matter of moving from one group of sequences to 
another set of sequences that show very complex and different 
inventions of certain politics, aesthetics, art, and even the appear-
ance or presence of the surrounding world. Complex and different 
inventions of politics, aesthetics, art, and even the appearance or 
presence of the surrounding world identify wandering names and 
the need for transitional or transindividual theorizations of the 
transition from a group of sequences or a possible world to a possi-
ble world. In relation to art, the twentieth century offered operat-
ing modes of building an aesthetically immanent art world (mod-
ernism), but it also offered expansive enlargements and potential 
destruction of art worlds (avant-garde, neo-avant-garde, concep-
tual art) towards wandering names.

For the new 21st century that we are now living in: the significance 
of the storytelling narrative is placed over the functional power 
of the interpretive discourse. In each of the mentioned examples, 
from Thomas Mann and Walter Benjamin through Alain Badiou 
to Shinsuke Sato, a narrative is developed instead of discourse 
that includes discursive connotations, which is the narrative 
motivation of the sequence – the sequence is the period in which 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shinsuke_Sato
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the mode operates, that is, the specific invention of a politics, aes-
thetics or art – that reaches an uncertain but imminent affect:

• anxiety because of the war that is about to happen – promises of 
a class and national catastrophe (T. Mann);

• discomfort in the haziness of nostalgic memory in the domain 
of the emergence of deadly operating modes of the totalitarian 
regime (W. Benjamin);

• passion in facing the “beasts of the century” in different antago-
nistic operating modes (A. Badiou);

• fear of playing according to public/private or non-transparent 
rules (S. Sato);

During the twentieth century, a determined – guerrilla or under-
ground or media-front – struggle was waged in the arts against 
ideologies that supported the techniques of mimesis and story-
telling, or more precisely, against the “language game” as a repre-
sentation of actual or potential or fictionalized reality, mythology, 
religious and political canons, that is, forms of life representa-
tives. Today, narrative regimes repress discourse to the level of 
connotation or a reduced mechanism of interpretation in order to 
release effective outcomes and intensity from narrative-derived 
affect. Discourse neutralizes affect and, hence, there is no affect 
in primary theoretical production. Discourse analyzes – discovers, 
interprets – explains, and decodes – epistemologically produced 
knowledge, which stands for meaning, purpose, and even ideol-
ogy, as a representation of each or any operating mode of events. 
The narrative promises (symbolic) or derives (performative 
bodily) the level of effectiveness of the operating mode, i.e. affect. 
Discourse separates language from the sensory/emotional body, 
and turns into an epistemological agent, and narrative opens up 
the possibility of “words becoming flesh” or perhaps an effect by 
the flesh, that is, an effect on the flesh: the narrative “Language, 
as the biological organ for public praxis, is the most important 
and widespread transitional phenomenon”20. On the other hand, 

20  Paolo Virno, “Language as transitional phenomenon“, in “The Speaker 
as Performing Artis“, in When the Word Becomes Flesh. Language and 

while discourse reveals its own ideological limits through self-crit-
icism, narrative aligns ideology with our individual, collective, and 
trans-individual bodily possibilities, customs, habits, and public 
rules of the language game by which private rules are revealed and 
introduced into the fabric of public behavior and exchange as an 
unquestionable and understandable reality.

4. Reontologization: Entering the 21st century

The pinnacle of imagining the immanence of the art of the 
20th-century high modernism can be recognized in the concept 
of the “art world” of the American aesthetician Arthur C. Danto. 
When Arthur Danto introduced the concept of the artworld, he 
understood it as an epistemologically motivated context in which 
the appearance and survival of a created or taken over late mod-
ernist “artwork” for the viewer and the audience takes place: “To 
see something as art requires something the eye cannot decry – an 
atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: 
an artworld“21 

Referencing, not literally, to Pamela M. Lee’s discussion on for-
getting the artworld22, it can be said that the essential condition 
of 21st-century contemporary art is the abandonment of the 
autonomous world of art and the placement or implementation 
of the work of art or artistic practice in other possible worlds – 
different from the world of art. It is no longer the world of art that 
surrounds, encompasses, and determines the work of art in all 
aspects, but the work of art is what has gone beyond the world of 
art. A work of art is what has left the world of art and positioned 
itself in relation to other worlds, their attributes, policies, effects, 
impacts and functions. The world of art remains a set trace of the 
former context of art that reminds us in its reception and inter-

Human Nature, 2015, 32.
21  Arthur C. Danto, “The Artworld”, in Joseph Margolis (ed), Philopsophy 
Looks At The Arts, 1987, 162.
22  Pamela M. Lee, “What is an Art World“ and “The Work of Art’s World“, 
Forgetting the Art World, 2012, 17-23, 23-25.
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pretations that what we see and recognize as art has something to 
do with art in the sense of cultural memorization. As early as the 
late 1980s, Hal Foster wrote about the return to the conceptually 
presentable real – as the abandonment of the self-referentiality of 
art. Gregory Solette points out to a new situation characteristic of 
the twenty-first century, which is that artistic practice has been 
removed from the world of art to the world of everyday life and 
the world of politics. It is a world that is not necessarily generi-
cally associated with art. There is a loss of references to the world 
of art and the establishment of references to social processes, for 
example, in Marina Naprushkina’s projects with kindergartens or 
Thomas Hirschhorn’s temporary urban libraries.

ARTWORLD RETURN 
OF THE REAL

LEAVING OR  
FORGETTING 
THE ART  
WORLD

MERCILESS
AESTHETIC

Arthur C. Danto Hal Foster Pamela M. Lee Gregory Sholette

Art immanence Art’s critical 
potential

Transition that 
leads beyond the 
world of art

Activism carried out 
outside the world of 
art without recog-
nizable references 
to the art world

Striving for an 
abstract work or
to what acquires the 
status of a work of 
art (readymade)

Conceptualization 
and  
re-medialization 
of realism with the 
means of  
post-conceptual art

Artistic practice is 
brought to the  
limits of the 
art world and 
introduced into 
the spaces and 
sequences of 
operating modes 
outside of art

References to art 
are discarded and 
an operating mode 
of activism among 
different forms of 
life is performed 
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The processes of leaving the world of art can be identified in 
numerous different examples. One characteristic example is the 
transformation of the large international exhibition Documenta, 
founded in 1955, that has been held in Kassel, Germany since 
1997. Initially, the exhibition was motivated by three demands:

• implementation of denazification and internationalization of 
German culture and art after the collapse of the Nazi regime in 
1945;

• establishment of an international autonomous and liberal 
high-modernist art as an instrument of political, economic, and 
cultural Cold War strategies between the politically liberal West 
and the real-socialist East;

• setting up modern art’s modern-day canons on immanence and 
self-referentiality, and encouraging the spread of concepts and 
the emergence of new worlds of art.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the temporary end 
of the Cold War, the Documenta exhibition lost its decades-long 
function of identifying, encoding and canonizing the current 
dominant Western model – the operating mode of immanence 
– of current art. As a response to the new situation, there was a 
turn from the “immanence of art” to abandoning the self-refer-
entiality of the art world and establishing references to different 
non-artistic worlds, practices and events. However, an analysis of 
Documenta exhibitions from 1997 to 2022 indicates the following 
operating modes:

Documenta 10
Kassel, 1997

Documenta 11
Kassel, 2002

Documenta 12
Kassel, 2007

Documenta 14
Kassel,  
Athens, 2017

Documenta 15
Kassel, 2022

Art Director
Catherine David

Art Director
Okwui Enwezor

Art Directors
Roger M. Buergel
Ruth Noack

Art Director
Adam Szymczyk

Art Directors
Ruangroup

Reflections 
on the critical 
politicization 
of modern and 
contemporary 
art – the  
historicization 
of Western 
modern and 
contempo-
rary art

Postcolonial 
approach and 
identification 
of globalization 
modalities -
mapping the 
relations of 
the first,  
second and 
third worlds in 
current affairs

Transition from 
the artistic field 
of creation to 
educational 
research 
contexts
and art  
learning as 
operating 
modes of  
critical 
research work

Deterritorial-
ization of the 
geopolitical 
location and 
position of the  
exhibition – 
opening the 
field for  
imagining  
possible worlds 

Shift from 
Western to 
hybrid and 
non-Western 
views on art, 
politics and 
forms of life: 
activist strate-
gies and tactics, 
primarily in the 
third world



128 129aesthetics and politics aesthetics and politics

The Documenta exhibition demonstratively showed that in the 
21st century there are multidirectional, often incomparable, 
transitions that take place outside the current worlds of art. Art 
is proven by forms of life and modalities of cultural and social 
action in specific locations and in specific sequences. In addition 
to the aforementioned modalities at Documenta, new spaces 
beyond artistic action, extended artistic action, and action with 
different existential consequences were developed at numerous 
global biennials, authorship projects, or experimental practices. 
These were modalities divided by topic: geopolitical and geo-
aesthetic; decolonial; capitalist and anti-capitalist; economic 
and self-sustainable; tactical and production reality shows and 
media spectacles of mass global culture; shaping life beyond art 
from micro-emigrant cultures to urban and rural forms of life; 
transitions from analog representation to digital and post-dig-
ital systems of global communication; confronting trans-indi-
vidual technologies within technological worlds and moving 
towards pre-human (geology, biology, environmental studies) 
and post-human (technological – artificial intelligence, robotics, 
cyber systems, medical systems) agents.

We can conclude that by entering the 21st century, the arts are 
stepping into essential changes both at the level of sensory activ-
ity and in the regimes of occupying new functions that are not 
simply an extension of the functions of modern and contem-
porary art but are the field of events of dramatic contradictions 
and antagonisms that societies and all forms of life show in the 
ups and downs of the interaction of liberal and autocratic capi-
talism. That’s why art comes out of the “shell of immanence” 
taking on critical-emancipatory or apologetically consumerist 
modalities. The extraordinary complexity of the modern world, 
which includes both humans and non-humans in the twenty-first 
century, is not only the source of new artistic media realizations 
but also its hybridized nature determined by the conflict between 
sustainability and unsustainability of life itself.

At the very end, we can place a diagram that demonstrates the dif-
ferences between the most important theoretical concepts of art 
and art theory between the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 

These differences are dynamic operating modes that essentially 
sequence our experience of actuality and its movement between 
art and theory, politics and ethics, technology and environmental 
studies, and knowledge and action.

Twentieth Century
Avant-Garde, Neo-Avant-Garde,  
Conceptual Art

Twenty-first Century

Concept Affect

Discourse Narrative / Storytelling

Production / Postproduction Speculative or De Re Production /  
Communication

Human Nonhuman / Prehuman / Posthuman

Action Participatory

Environmental Ecoethical / Ecopolitical

Urban Geocene / Anthropocene / Capitalocene

Disciplinary / Expanded field NonDisciplinary / Transdisciplinary

Image / Sound /Haptic Global and Virtual
Circulation or Distribution of 
Aesthetic Data /Impacts

New Media NO Media or POST Media

Phenomenology / Structuralism /  
Poststructuralism

Speculative tactical interpretations

Philosophy / THEORY (Time of Theory) Experimental Theory / Subversive Theory

Critical Activist

Progress / Catastrophe Sustainability
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And now a new lecture could start here, that is, a new text about 
the inventions of operating modes in the transformations of the 
new century!

translated: ana gorobinski 
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Giving Birth to Feelings.
The Presentative Power 
of Art in Democracy

Josef Früchtl
University of Amsterdam

The idea of democracy – as the result of a historic development 
– is based essentially on the concept of self-determination. Free 
and equal political subjects have the institutionally safeguarded 
possibility to shape the way in which issues are debated and legis-
lated. This idea is linked, not intrinsically but predominantly, with 
a concept of reason and rational discourse which tends to exclude 
affects and emotions. The process of debate and legislation should 
understandably be defined by good arguments and not by rhetori-
cal tricks, psychological manipulation or even raw violence.

But the idea of rational debate in political issues comes up against 
fundamental objections. Firstly, an obvious reference can be 
made to the factual circumstances which clearly show that polit-
ical debates are never, at least not completely, devoid of feelings. 
Accordingly, realist political philosophy has known since the 
early 16th century, since Machiavelli, that the best way to exercise 
power is to inspire the feelings of love or fear. In the 20th century, 
fascism succeeded in a fatal synthesis that seems perverse only at 
first glance: the leader is loved by the fear he spreads. Today, polit-
ical strategists, under the sign of “populism”, try to serve these 
two feelings equally.1 Secondly, a cultural-historical analysis, 
or in Nietzsche’s terminology a genealogy of Western thinking, 
implies that a continual stressing of the reasonable can in itself 

1  See Eva Illouz, Undemokratische Emotionen, Berlin: Suhrkamp 2023, p. 
32f. (English ed.: The Emotional Life of Populism, Polity); see there also 
the reference to Machiavelli. Illouz’ special case of populism is the State of 
Israel and its Prime Minister Benjamin Netanjahu.
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be interpreted as passionate and therefore irrational; or, in other 
words, that behind our culture of reason there lies an “irrational 
passion for dispassionate rationality”.2 And finally, various philo-
sophical, psychological and more recently neuroscientific objec-
tions have cast serious doubt on the fundamental idea of reason 
and emotion being mutually exclusive. Far more, it seems plausi-
ble that the exclusion theory largely corresponds with a premod-
ern way of thinking which was replaced in the mid-18th century 
and which crystallizes the specific rationality of emotions within 
the framework of various philosophical and scientific theories.3

Taking up these fundamental considerations, the crucial ques-
tion therefore has to be not whether feelings play, and should 
play, a role in democratic debate, but to what extent and in what 
sense. And to this question there are several convincing answers.4 
I would like to concentrate on one of them in the following, 
namely on the one that can be introduced under the academic 
keyword “presentation” or “production of presence”. Feelings 
demand presentation. And my additional thesis is that this can be 
achieved in an excellent and popular way through art and popu-

2  Phillip Rieff in his book: Freud: The Mind of a Moralist (1979), cited in: 
Paul Hoggett & Simon Thompson: “Toward a Democracy of Emotions”, in: 
Constellations, Vol. 9, No 1, 2002, p. 113.
3  Central in this context are: Ronald de Sousa, The Rationality of Emotion 
(Cambridge: MIT Press 1987), and Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error: 
Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (New York: Putnam 1994); also 
instructive: Maxwell R. Bennett & Peter M.S. Hacker, The Philosophical 
Foundations of Neuroscience (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell 2003); cf. in sum-
mary Christoph Demmerling & Hilge Landweer (eds.), Philosophie der 
Gefühle. Von Achtung bis Zorn, Stuttgart/Weimar: Metzler 2007, pp. 7ff.; 
from a cultural scientific perspective, with Michel Foucault as the leading 
theorist of modernity, cf. also in summary Johannes F. Lehmann, Im Abgr-
und der Wut. Zur Kultur- und Literaturgeschichte des Zorns, Freiburg: 
Rombach 2012, pp. 36ff.; see there also the reference to J.G. Herder (1744-
1803 ) and J.N. Tetens (1736-1807), who in the course of an empirical psy-
chology begin to upgrade “emotion” alongside “thought” and “volition”.
4  I discuss these answers in my recent book Demokratie der Gefühle. Ein 
ästhetisches Plädoyer (Hamburg: Meiner 2021).

lar culture, in general through aesthetic phenomena. On the level 
of philosophy, it is Spinoza and Deleuze who offer themselves as 
explanatory instances against the background of the so-called 
affective turn in the humanities and certain sciences. Above all 
it is Deleuze who offers himself for the thesis of the presentative 
power of art. But he is ambiguous. My plea in a third thesis is not 
with him as a theorist of affect, but with the alternative theorist of 
extended reason.

1.

Feelings, so the first thesis, demand re/presentation. In the lan-
guage of German Idealism and Romanticism, they must be 
“objectified”, “externalized” or “expressed”. If the inner does not 
turn to the outside, if it remains inner, it is not manifest, ready to 
hand (something we can grasp, in German “greifbar”) and “com-
prehensible” (something we can grasp, in German “begreifbar”). 
We do not even know what we are dealing with. We only feel that 
something is, but not what it is. In the language of scholasticism, 
which then comes up again in existentialism (from the late Schell-
ing via Kierkegaard to Heidegger and Sartre): the sensation of 
quodditas must pass over into the cognitive perception of quid-
ditas. Thatness and whatness, quodditas and quidditas, presen-
tation and representation are two aspects of “Darstellung”. Rep-
resentation is conceptual representation of something, either as 
linguistic expression or mental idea (in German “Vorstellung”). 
Presentation, on the other hand, means a process of making 
present that grants the non-conceptual a kind of articulation, 
that does not dissolve it in the conceptuality of language. We call 
“non-conceptual” or, following Theodor W. Adorno, “non-identi-
cal”5 what resists attempts to conceptualize and identify it.

With the more recent theory, trained by psychoanalysis and neu-
roscience, for example by Antonio Damasio and Brian Massumi, 
one can say that an “emotion” has meaning, quidditas, whereas an 

5  Cf. above all Theodor W. Adorno in his book Negative Dialectics (Ger-
man or. 1966).
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“affect” is without explicit meaning, and thus is pure quodditas; 
it is an evaluative but non-cognitive sensation. An emotion is an 
(as far as possible) articulated affect, an affect is a non-articulated 
emotion. An affect evaluates without words, an emotion without 
the appropriate words. In a second step, one can reformulate this 
and say that an emotion is an affect tamed by the subject and 
therefore secondary in its meaningfulness, in its expressiveness, 
to the untamed and therefore unadulterated affect. The subject 
in its self-consciousness is regarded as an instance of domination 
and oppression, which implies that in the oppressed lies the truth. 
This is what the political “left” theory of affect emphasizes.6

Admittedly, this comparison is too simple. The dichotomy must 
be differentiated in several ways. First of all, it seems appropri-
ate to think of feeling as a type term. It seems extremely difficult 
to grasp it as a logical class concept. Because “feeling” includes 
not only moods (like anxiety and depression) and intentional 
resp. conscious emotions (like fear and rage), but sometimes 
also involuntary affects. There are feelings that involve a specific 
bodily state (the shivering of fear), while others (such as nostal-
gia) are not linked to physicality, at least not in the same way. 
Some feelings are short-lived (explosive), others (like jealousy) 
long-lived. Between the alternative of an essentialist definition 
on the one hand and dissolution of the definitive into a Wittgen-
steinian family resemblance on the other hand, there is the third 
option of insisting on aspects or dimensions of a thing, here the 
feeling, that do not always occur, but often or frequently do. One 
can call it a typological definition. For example, an emotion as 
a kind of feeling typically feels a certain way, is associated with 
physiological changes (racing pulse), is intentional (one is afraid 
of something), is associated with a certain behavior or action 
(“fight, freeze or flight”) and involves a cognitive dimension (one 

6  On the difference between affect and emotion see Henry Pickford, 
Thinking with Tolstoy and Wittgenstein: Expression, Emotion, and Art, 
Evanston: Illinois: Northwestern University Press 2016, pp. 110 ff.; on the 
“left” theory of affect cf. loc.cit, p. 114; Jerome Kagan, “A Conceptual Analy-
sis of Affect”, in: Theodor Shapiro & Robert N. Emde (eds.): Affect: Psycho-
analytic Perspectives, New York: Perigee Books 1980, pp. 109-129.

fears something because it is dangerous). Not all emotions show 
these aspects or show them equally. This is precisely what charac-
terizes the concept of type.7

On the basis of this type theory, it is recommended to distinguish 
between affect, sensation, emotion and mood.

• An affect is then a physiological, non-cognitive, but evaluative 
sensation; we evaluate something as positive or negative even 
before the intervention of language and cognition. From William 
James to the neuroscience of our time this tradition of thought 
runs. In his influential 1884 article “What Is an Emotion?”, James 
argues that what is generally called merely the expression of 
an emotion - physical changes, such as in skin, breathing, and 
facial expression - are fundamental to the emotion. We do not 
cry because we are sad, but we are sad because we cry; we do 
not tremble because we are afraid, but we are afraid because we 
tremble - and we tremble because physiologically, precognitively 
we have already made an assessment of the situation.8 We are 
dealing here with causes. Thus, the cause of feeling hunger is the 
fact that we did not eat for quite a while which means in physio-
logical terms that there are contractions of the stomach muscles 
which themselves are triggered by a certain concentration of a 
certain hormone. Nerve fibers carry such signals from the gastro-
intestinal tract to the brain, and so we know that we are hungry. 
Neuroscientific affect theory, for example Damasio’s, argues in 
that way: enzyme and hormone states in the digestive system trig-
ger the building of a kind of “map”, which we call, for example, 
“hunger” in retrospect. Non-conscious bodily states bring about 
sensations, and subsequently feelings and thoughts. Emotion-re-
lated thoughts only come after the emotion bodily began.9

• Secondly, at the level of linguistically capable human beings a 
sensation may be called a consciously made affect; consciousness 
on a first level. We are able to give a name to our sensation, and 

7  cf. Pickford, Thinking with Tolstoy and Wittgenstein, loc.cit., p. 109f.
8  Cf. William James, “What Is an Emotion?”, Mind 9 (1884), p. 189f.
9  Cf. Antonio Damasio, Descartes’ Error, loc.cit., p. 174; Looking for Spi-
noza: Joy, Sorrow, and the Feeling Brain, New York: Harcourt 2003, p. 75.
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so we feel something we call “hunger”, “sexual need”, “warmth” 
or “cold”. 

• An emotion is mostly intentional, “about something”; we have 
fear about something. Here we are on a second level of conscious-
ness. It becomes clear also by the fact that an emotion is psycho-
socially constructed and dramatized; psychosocially constructed 
because it is formed out in a social context, and dramatized in 
the sense of being meaningfully portrayed or presented (“darg-
estellt”), often along literary lines. At this point we meet for the 
first time the aesthetic aspect in the theory of feelings.

• A mood is also complex. This becomes obvious when one tries to 
describe despair, depression, sadness, anxiety, displeasure, bore-
dom, cheerfulness. This is impossible without referring to a com-
bination of affective-physiological, sensuous, cognitive and – not 
to forget – imaginative elements.

Therefore, it has been suggested with good reason to understand 
at least emotions and moods as complexes, which are composed 
of components and furthermore integrated narratively. Emo-
tions and moods consist of equally important components: affec-
tive-physiological, sensuous-sensational, behavioral (the bodily 
and expressive reactions), cognitive and imaginative compo-
nents, in each case weighted differently. If this is true, one has 
to answer the question how these components combine to form 
the unity of a feeling, and the answer is that this is done through 
narrativity, part of which is imagination. A narrative is not a mere 
sequence. The continuity that is built by a narrative, produces at 
the same time meaning which in the end is formed into the mean-
ing of an individual life.

In philosophy, especially the hermeneutic school of thought has 
presented the theory of narrative identity, according to which we 
understand ourselves only by telling our story consisting of sto-
ries. Time and Narrative (Temps et récit), the three volumes of 
Paul Ricoeur, stand out in this regard. Accordingly, only narration, 
including imagination, is capable of giving a sensual experience 

of time.10 For Ricoeur, Marcel Proust, with his work In Search of 
Lost Time, plays a significant role. Literature and - as we can add – 
opera and film thus offer us patterns of interpretation, “paradigm 
scenarios” or exemplary stories.11 Each story told by these arts is 

10  Cf. Paul Ricoeur, Temps et récit, Tome I, II, III, Montrouge: Edition du 
Seuil 1983, 1984, 1985. - Narration is composed of the three components of 
“prefiguration, “configuration” and “reconfiguration”, that is, of the under-
standing given in each case (what Hans-Georg Gadamer calls “prejudice 
structure” or “preconception structure”), of the assembling of the con-
crete narrative and of the completion of the narrative, the text-object, by 
the experience of the subject. The text of the narrative thus coalesces into a 
world of experience, just as, conversely, the world to which a narrative text 
refers has the form of a text; for there is no access to the world free of inter-
pretation and that means here of creative reproduction.
11  “We are made familiar with the vocabulary of emotion by association 
with paradigm scenarios. These are drawn first from our daily life as small 
children and later reinforced by the stories, art, and culture to which we 
are exposed” (De Sousa, The Rationality of Emotion, op.cit., p. 182); as to 
the respective theory of narrativity of emotions cf. Peter Goldie, The Emo-
tions – A Philosophical Exploration, Oxford University Press 2000; Mar-
tha C. Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought. The Intelligence of Emotions, 
Cambridge University Press 2001: Emotions have “a complicated cognitive 
structure that is in part narrative in form” (my emphasis); thus, we should 
agree with Proust “to the extent of making a place for literature (and other 
works of art) within moral philosophy” (p. 2f.); emotions “have a history”, 
that means that “it would not be possible to have an adequate understand-
ing” of a certain emotion, say grief, “without grasping it as one strand in a 
history of deep love, of longing for protection and comfort, of fear of one’s 
own aggression, of guilt” and so on. In general (new) objects of emotions 
(like love, anger, or fear) “bear the traces of earlier objects” which were 
important for us in our childhood and early youth (p. 175); a distinctly narra-
tivistic theory is represented by Christiane Voss, Narrative Emotionen. Eine 
Untersuchung über Möglichkeiten und Grenzen philosophischer Emotions-
theorien, Berlin: De Gruyter 2004, S. 184ff.; also Angelika Krebs, Zwischen 
Ich und Du. Eine dialogische Philosophie der Liebe, Berlin: Suhrkamp 2015, 
S. 180f., 207ff.; a moderate version similar to that advocated by Nussbaum 
is represented by Martin Hartmann, Gefühle – Wie die Wissenschaften sie 
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individual, and yet it can take on an exemplary significance for 
individuals. This is also and especially true for emotions. Here, 
then, for the second time, is the link with the realm of aesthetics. 
As I mentioned, emotions need to be dramatized, and now I can 
add that the formal principle for this is narrativity, and the guid-
ing principle behind it is meaning; human beings cannot help but 
give meaning to everything that happens.

If one considers feelings like emotions and moods as composed 
of components and unified by the principle of narrativity, the 
components come together in a temporal and thus dramaturgi-
cal structure to form a unit of meaning, that is, a narrative course 
with – typically – a beginning, a climax, and an end. Many emo-
tions are thus not mere mental states, but are process-related. 
This also means that the boundaries between affect and emotion 
are permeable. In a more moderate version, one could say that 
emotions are not themselves necessarily narratively composed; 
that they must not be interpreted as narratives, but with narra-
tives. In an even more moderate version: that they can be inter-
preted as narratives, or finally only with them.

Compared to the affectivity theory, a component and narrativity 
theory of emotions offers the advantage of avoiding dualistic sim-
plification and naturalistic reductionism. The problems of such a 
reductionism are meanwhile broadly discussed. Thus, analytic 
theory of action12 has made it clear that actions normally are the 
result of emotionally based desires, concrete intentions and con-

erklären, Frankfurt/M.: Campus 2005, and Eva Weber-Guskar, Die Klar-
heit der Gefühle – Was es heißt, Emotionen zu verstehen, Berlin/New York: 
De Gruyter 2010.
12  Cf. Ernst Tugendhat, „Der Begriff der Willensfreiheit“, in: Philoso-
phische Aufsätze , Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp 1992, pp. 334-352; Donald 
Davidson, “Freedom to Act”, in: Essays on Action and Events, Oxford 
University Press 2001, pp. 63-82; Peter Bieri, Das Handwerk der Freiheit, 
München: Hanser 2001; following them: Jürgen Habermas, „Freiheit und 
Determinismus“, in: Zwischen Naturalismus und Religion. Philosophische 
Aufsätze, Frankfurt/M.: Suhrkamp 2005, pp. 155-186; „‘Ich selber bin ja ein 
Stück Natur‘ – Adorno über die Naturverflochtenheit der Vernunft. Über-

siderations. What makes them free actions, is the connection with 
reasons. Raising my left or right arm manifests freedom of action 
only when there is contact with reasons; when I can tell someone 
why I raised my left instead of my right arm. Such a decision is the 
result of considerations that may be fleeting and unclear, but it is 
the result of considerations that take place as a process in time, 
albeit often short. Emotionally based wishes and preferences also 
count as reasons, though they may be “trumped” (Habermas) in 
the end by moral reasons. Reasons are not the same as causes. 
Also, our emotional reactions are at least in many central cases 
reactions with reasons, not mere causes. In contrast, to say that 
nerve cells “evaluate” something, or “the brain judges”, assumes 
that there is a direct correspondence to the mental level on the 
material-physiological level. Either one commits a category mis-
take here or (merely) makes use of an analogization.13 To this con-
ceptual critique finally another one may be added emphasizing a 
self-contradiction. Despite the exhibited anti-dualism which con-
nects philosophically to Spinoza, the Cartesian dualism of mind 
and body remains in force in the neuroscientific reduction of the 
spiritual to the corporeal, because still the mind first is considered 
as strictly separated from the body and brain. Mind is defined as 
disembodied and physically transcendent consciousness. Neuro-
scientific naturalism insofar is an implicit Cartesianism.14

I would like to add that arguing for a component and narrativity 
theory does not include the claim that feelings like emotions and 
moods are necessarily bound to language. Otherwise one would 

legungen zum Verhältnis von Freiheit und Unverfügbarkeit“, in: ibid., pp. 
187-215.
13  Cf. Peter Hacker’s comments in Maxwell R. Bennett et. al., Neurosci-
ence and Philosophy: Brain, Mind, and Language New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press 2007, p. 151.
14  Cf. once again Pickford, Thinking with Tolstoy and Wittgenstein, op.cit, 
p. 120f. – Cf. as well a position like the one of ‘second nature’ reaching back 
to Aristotle and elaborated in the Hegelian-Marxian tradition. The concept 
of second nature makes it possible neither to reduce spirit to nature nor to 
leave it in obscurity as something independent, for the spiritual is nature as 
habituation. The paradigm of second nature may be studied in the work of 
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have to deny them to animals, infants, and (the experience of ) 
music.15 So, the love of dogs for their owners is proverbial, but 
one can study feelings like fear or depression (inactivity because 
of helplessness) in dogs or rats as well. In general, we may attri-
bute emotions to animals as “eudaimonistic” feelings, concerned 
with the creature’s most important goals.16 We can learn, sec-
ondly, from psychological and psychoanalytic research that in 
early infancy the “passive experience” of receiving comfort, of 
being hold and loved, removes the sense of helplessness we are 
confronted with after being born. Or we learn that at only three 
days, an infant is able to discriminate the smell of it’s own moth-
er’s milk from the smell of another mother’s milk. This must be 
called an experience, a distinct relationship that is lifted out of 
the steady flow of bodily perceptions, though the infant does not 
have concepts to identify that distinctness. Thus, in the case of 
animals and infants the term of narrativity is better substituted 
by “good life” (eudaimonia). Finally, music can be described as a 
form of presentation of feelings, which assigns to what is felt a lin-
guistically irreconcilable weight of its own. Expression in music 
means more than linguistic expression. It is certainly related to 
linguistic expression since we, as linguistically capable listeners, 
cannot help but associatively connect what we hear with our own 
experiences and thus also with concepts. But at the same time, 
we feel that our associations are not satisfying; that we aren’t 
successful in describing what we are listening to; that what we 
are listening to “resists” our descriptions. From the perspective 
of philosophical aesthetics, one consequently needs a theory of 
the linguistic similarity of music, as exemplarily formulated by 

art (cf. Thomas Khurana, “The Art of Second Nature”, The Essex Lectures 
in Philosophy 2017/2022).
15  Cf. Martha Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought, op.cit., chapters 2, 4 & 5; 
as to the “passive experience” in infancy cf. p. 187.
16  Cf. ibid., p. 109. The eudaimonistic aspect of emotions is the nonverbal 
analogy to the unity of emotions and moods formed by a narratively con-
structed meaning.

Adorno and others.17 This is what music makes a tremendous aes-
thetic power of presentation.

2.

This brings me to my second thesis: feelings demand – not always 
directly, but always indirectly - aesthetic re/presentation. The 
bridging concept is that of the narrative. As said, emotions either 
have a narrative structure themselves, or – the more moderate thesis 
I prefer - need a connection to a narrative structure. When viewed 
in terms of argumentation theory, narratives have an exemplary 
value. Immanuel Kant proposes this in his Critique of Judgment.18 
“Example” means: case of a general resp. universal, which is at the 
same time a prototypical example, i.e. representative of a general 
resp. universal. When we have an aesthetic, that is an exemplary 
experience, we are unable to state explicitly a universal rule deter-
mining our experience, but nevertheless we expect others, ideally 
everyone, to agree with our experience, that is: there is a certain 
necessity of the assent of everyone. Compared to a definition, a 
universal rule, an aesthetic-exemplary experience has the twofold 
advantage of, first, providing specific descriptions and, second, 
being linkable to people’s own experience. This intermediate area 
between idiosyncratic subjectivity and definitional objectivity is 
occupied by the area of the exemplary.

17  Such a theory gets rid of the basic premise of theories claiming that 
music does not embody, or cause, linguistically formulable propositions; 
cf. Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory (German or. 1970), especially 
the passages about “language similarity” and “language character” of art; 
cf. also his “Fragment über Musik und Sprache”, and “Musik, Sprache und 
ihr Verhältnis im gegenwärtigen Komponieren”, in: idem, Gesammelte 
Schriften 16: Musikalische Schriften I-III, ed. by Rolf Tiedemann, Frank-
furt/M.: Suhrkamp 1978, pp. 251-256; 649-664; Albrecht Wellmer, Versuch 
über Musik und Sprache, München: Hanser 2009.
18  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgment, transl. by Werner S. Pluhar, Indi-
anapolis/Cambridge: Hackett 1987, p. 85 (§ 18).
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This is the first meaning of presentation in art resp. aesthetic 
experiences. Accordingly, a work of art or - more generally speak-
ing - an aesthetic experience communicates a feeling of some-
thing universal in an exemplary way. In other words, closer now 
to Hegel: It is sensory presentation of something universal instead 
of conceptual representation.19 What anger “is” we know only 
since Homer (and Achilles) or the Old Testament (in a linguis-
tically creative translation, in the case of German it was Martin 
Luther’s translation). What vengeance “is” we know by reading 
how Odysseus kills the suitors who loiter in his house and harass 
his wife, or we know by watching “the bride” (Uma Thurman) 
work through her death list in Quentin Tarantino’s “Kill Bill”. 
What “love” is we also know from philosophers, but the classi-
cal texts we refer to are typically written in a style that crosses 
the line into literature: Plato’s Symposium, Hegel’s Phenomenol-
ogy of Spirit, Kierkegaard’s Diary of the Seducer. Psychology and 
Psychoanalysis also gives us explanations. But we learn just as 
much, perhaps most, from literature, drama, opera and film, from 
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Marivaux’ comedies of love, 
Goethe’s The Suffering of Young Werther (Die Leiden des jungen 
Werther), Heine’s ironic-romantic poems of love, Stendhal’s The 
Red and the Black (Le Rouge et le Noir), Wagner’s Tristan and 
Isolde, Verdi’s La Traviata, Proust’s In Search of Lost Time (A la 
recherche du temps perdu), poems of Pablo Neruda - an endless 
treasure trove of psychological insights in love. In our time, mov-
ies and telenovelas exploit the richness of this aesthetic tradition, 
and it is this medium, along with magazines and advertising, that 
models our contemporary idea of love. Thus, from a sociologi-

19  Cf. Hegel’s famous definition of the beautiful as “sensuous appearance” 
or “appearing”, or “representation” of the Idea, in: Hegel’s Aesthetics. 
Lectures on Fine Art, transl. by T.M. Knox, Vol. I, Oxford: Clarendon Press 
1988, p. 111. Knox translates the German term “Darstellung” as “represen-
tation” and forgets the presentative meaning; cf. above all Hegel’s emphasis 
on the thesis that feelings must be re/presented (“dargestellt”): The works, 
the materialized representations, are “the best part and the truth of the art-
ist; what he is (in his works), that he is; but what remains buried in his heart, 
that is he not” (p. 291).

cal perspective one can explore a dual process by which, on the 
one hand, commodities are romanticized as cosmetics, soaps, 
diamonds, clothes or cars become affectively charged, and, on 
the other hand, romance is commodified as rendezvous proceed 
according to a particular capitalist pattern of consumption (a cozy 
restaurant with candle light and soft music in the background) or, 
nowadays, are mechanized with the help of a dating app.20

So, what a feeling “is” we know in detail only through a work of art 
and popular culture (which popularizes works of art). It is “child of 
its time”, but at the same time “often mother of our feelings”21, in 
that it gives birth to a feeling, gives it form and a name. It does this 
against a certain cultural background, on which it depends, and 
yet it also leaves this background behind and becomes relevant for 
the people of different cultures. And so Achilles, the famous-in-
famous male figure of the, as it seems, 8th century BC, remains a 
hero also in our days (even if he sometimes looks like a Hollywood 
star – think of Brad Pitt in Troy, 2004 - from the Photo Shop).

Thus, art or the aesthetic is presentative in this exemplary sense. 
In addition, there is a second dimension: art or the aesthetic is 
also presentative in an existential-phenomenological sense. 
This dimension has, of course, been elaborated above all by 
Martin Heidegger, from Being and Time (1927) to his later writ-
ings. The emphasis on presence, from “being-in-the-world” to 
the double movement of “unconcealing” and “concealing” (the 
truth) of being in the work of art, points throughout to the fact 
that there is a meaning, a “meaningfulness” beyond linguistic, 
definitional, and scientific meaning. Hans-Georg Gadamer, the 
authoritative modern philosopher of hermeneutics, also belongs 
to this tradition, as does Susanne Langer in her Philosophy in a 
New Key (1942), George Steiner with his theologically influenced 
Real Presences (1986), Jean-Luc Nancy with his book The Birth 

20  Cf. Eva Illouz, Consuming the Romantic Utopia: Love and the Cultural 
Contradictions of Capitalism, University of California Press 1997.
21  Wassily Kandinsky, Über das Geistige in der Kunst, Zürich: Benteli 2016, 
p. 25, my transl. (English ed.: Concerning the Spiritual in Art, transl. by 
Michael Sadler, Blackmask online: 2002, p. 7: “mother of our emotions“).
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to Presence (1993), and finally Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, who cir-
cles around the “production of presence” in ever new attempts, 
whereby “production” is not associated here with the manufac-
turing of artifacts or industrial merchandise, but refers to the act 
of “bringing forth” an object in space.22

Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory also contains an apt description of the 
presentative power of art. He once refers to Etruscan vases in the 
Villa Giulia, in the Etruscan museum in Rome, and claims that 
they are “eloquent in the highest degree”. We have to deal here 
with the paradox of a “mute” language, speechless speech, or 
with a “resemblance” to language that touches most closely with 
a “Here I am” or “This is what I am”.23 This “Here I am” or “This is 
what I am “ means, in traditional philosophical terminology, that 
being-there (quodditas, existence) of things in contrast to their 
being-what (quidditas, essence), to which I have already referred 

22  Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Production of Presence. What Meaning Can-
not Convey, Stanford University Press 2004, p. XiV, 54ff. – “Presence” is 
also a fundamental term for Theatre Studies, see William Egginton, How 
the World Became a Stage: Presence, Theatricality and the Question of 
Modernity, Albany, New York : Suny 2003; there is also a Spatial Presence 
research in media theory, see Tilo Hartmann, Werner Wirth et.al.,”Spatial 
Presence Theory: State of the Art and Challenges Ahead”, in: Matthew 
Lombard et.al., Immersed in Media, Telepresence Theory, Measurement 
and Technology, Berlin: Springer, pp. 115-135; the philosopher Rodrigo 
Duarte distinguishes between four types of presence: “Stellung” (probably 
to be translated as “position” and “attitude”, sound-related), “Darstellung” 
(“presentation” and “representation”, making things visible), “Vorstel-
lung” (“conception”, materialized in texts), and finally, as a combination of 
these three types, “Überstellung” (meaning literally a higher position, but 
in this case it is derived from the more fundamental positions, technically 
realized in multimedia phenomena), see: “Arten der Präsenz in den ästhe-
tischen Phänomenen”, in: Lars C. Grabbe et.al. (eds.), Kunst, Design und 
die ‘technisierte Ästhetik’, Marburg: Büchner 2023, pp. 75-89.
23  Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, transl., ed., and with an introd. 
by Robert Hullot-Kentor, London/New York: Continuum 1997, p. 147. To 
my mind, the German expressions “Da bin ich” and “Das bin ich” should be 
translated as “There I am” and “That (is what) I am”.

above. Existentialism, from the late Schelling via Kierkegaard to 
Heidegger and Sartre, takes its starting point with the doctrine 
that existence temporally and logically precedes essence. For in 
order to be able to determine something conceptually, it must first 
be assumed and accepted in its mere existence, that is, it must be 
received and presumed. Epistemologically, it is not the concep-
tual determination that corresponds to it, but the (self-)showing: 
that to which one points and that which shows itself. In this sense, 
Adorno also writes: “Images say: ‘Behold!’”, ‘Look (at me)!’, they 
“point” to something.24 They call for looking, for sensual percep-
tion and, in the literal sense, an in-sight.

From a perspective of a theory of truth, we need a theory of evi-
dence to argue for that insight and the presentative power of art.25 
On a subjective level, evidence means that I perceive (“see”) 
something and have an “insight”, on an objective level that some-
thing “shows itself ”. Especially the phenomenology of Edmund 
Husserl is instructive here. Evidence is an act of direct/immedi-
ate, beholding/intuitive or ‘original’ experience. Such an experi-
ence can be performatively generated but not methodologically 
proven. It centers at something that shows itself, not something 
that refers to something else and thus has the function of a sign. 
One perceives something for the sake of its perceptibility, not 
because of what it might mean. There is an interest in the mere 
presence of things. If we translate this into a Kantian language26, 
we may speak of having an interest without interest, a “liking 
devoid of all interest” in what there is. If we translate it into the 
language of Augustin and Heidegger (and Hannah Arendt) again, 
“love” is the proper term for such a liking of the mere presence of 

24  Ibid., p. 221.
25  Cf. Josef Früchtl, Trust in the World. A Philosophy of Film, transl. by 
Sarah L. Kirkby, London/New York: Routledge 2018, p. 44ff.
26  See §2 of his Critique of Judgment.
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things and people, because love means “volo ut sis”, I want you 
to be.27

To avoid a common misconception, I finally want to remind to the 
dialectical thesis that there is no (evidence of ) presence without 
representation, no immediacy without mediation. Art offers a 
proof of transparency for this. The presence it provides is thor-
oughly artificial; it is the result of production. The impression of 
realism, that is: the feeling that a work of art may have a similar 
confronting and overwhelming effect as running into a wall, goes 
hand in hand with constructivism, that is: the awareness that what 
the work of art shows is not real, but fiction invented by a certain 
person who is a child of a certain culture. Presence and represen-
tation are connected with each other in a constitutive tension.

3.

If one looks for philosophical justifications for this presentative 
performance of art or aesthetic phenomena, one can find, as has 
been seen, very different theories: Adorno’s critical theory, philo-
sophical phenomenology in the wake of Husserl and Heidegger, 
Kant’s analysis of the exemplary justificatory character of aesthetic 
judgment, and to some extent also Hegel’s theory of beauty and art. 
However, when philosophy is concerned with the analysis of feel-
ings and affects in an affirmative sense, even more so in the context 
of politics, two other names stand out: Spinoza and Deleuze.

Spinoza’s theory of affects is still very plausible even at today’s 
level of knowledge, which has been expanded by psychoanalysis 
and neuroscience. Nevertheless, as to philosophical aesthetics, 
his theory is of little relevance. Spinoza does not contribute any-
thing to the presentational performance of art. But he does con-

27  Cf. Tatjana Tömmel, Wille und Passion. Der Liebesbegriff bei Heideg-
ger und Arendt, Berlin: Suhrkamp 2013, p. 55, 120, 214, 322. Tömmel also 
points out that love in the sense of “volo ut sis” must be understood as a 
reformulation of Kant’s disinterested liking (p. 197).

tribute to two other achievements, which I would like to mention 
briefly here.

First, the transformative aspect. Thus, affects or passions are not 
defects that can be eradicated (in a realistic way) or must be eradi-
cated (in an idealistic way). Liberation from affects is neither pos-
sible nor necessary. It is rather sufficient to cultivate them, that 
means to change them according to the appropriate measure of 
reason. To form adequate ideas or higher-level cognition is very 
well possible for man in spite of his unavoidable affectivity. One 
only has to remain aware of the fact that even adequate cogni-
tion cannot be free of affectivity without rest.28 Thus, we can only 
overcome unhappiness and the states of (erotic) love, which are 
increased to the point of pathology, by pairing affect and reason 
and by giving love an intellectual form and reason an affective 
form. The love of God, amor intellectualis Dei, is Spinoza’s for-
mula for this.29

Thus, affects can and must be transformed. Secondly, they can 
also be compensated. Spinoza is the first philosophical address 
when it comes to the elaboration of the compensatory connection 

28  Cf. Martin Saar, Die Immanenz der Macht. Politische Theorie nach 
Spinoza, Berlin: Suhrkamp 2013, p. 283, refering to Wolfgang Bartuschat, 
Spinozas Theorie des Menschen, Hamburg 1992; Christof Ellsiepen, „Die 
Erkenntnisarten“, in: Michael Hampe & Robert Schnepf (eds.), Baruch de 
Spinoza - Ethik, Berlin: Akademie 2006, pp. 133-150; Moira Gatens, „Spi-
noza’s Hard Path to Freedom“, Spinoza Lecture Amsterdam, Assen: Van 
Gorcum 2011.
29  Cf. Baruch de Spinoza, Die Ethik nach geometrischer Methode darg-
estellt, Hamburg: Meiner1994, p. 230 (part IV, propos. 46), 280 (part V, pro-
pos. 20); Nussbaum, Upheavals of Thought, loc. Cit., p. 500ff. - Within aes-
thetics, the transformative aspect has been discussed as “catharsis” since 
Aristotle. For example, the late Lukács draws on this when he formulates 
that a catharsis accomplished by a work of art transforms “the whole per-
son”, interwoven in the multifaceted relations of everyday life, into a “per-
son as a whole”, which means in his case, however, that the person becomes 
aware of the transcending humanity and thus of universality (Gesammelte 
Werke 11: Ästhetik I, Darmstadt: Luchterhand 1963, p. 81).
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of emotions. “There is no hope without fear, but there is also no 
fear without hope.”30 This is one of his famous definitions. Who-
ever is accompanied by the fear of carrying an illness, is also 
accompanied by the hope that he will be healthy. And vice versa, 
those who hope that something good will come to pass are not free 
from the fear that it will not. And what is true for an individual, 
Spinoza suggests, is also true collectively. A politics of fear is thus 
appropriately countered with a politics of hope; the manipulative 
stoking of fear of “the foreigners,” “the Jews,” “Islam,” “the virus 
from China,” etc., etc., is best countered with a narrative of hope: 
“I have a dream” (Martin Luther King), “L’imagination au pou-
voir” (the students in Paris in May 1968), “Yes We Can” (Barack 
Obama’s campaign for the presidential election in 2008).

More interesting for the understanding of the presentational per-
formance of the aesthetic, on the other hand, is the thinker of our 
days, to whom we owe the actualizing rediscovery of Spinoza: 
Gilles Deleuze. Together with Felix Guattari, he presents the con-
nection between art and feeling in various books. I limit myself 
here to their last book, What is Philosophy? (1991).

The work of art is thus a “block of sensations“ (bloc de sensa-
tions), that is, a compound, a composition of percepts and affects. 
“Percepts” are not the same as perceptions, namely perceptions 
that are constitutively dependent on the perceivers, on subjects, 
and “affects” are not affections, subjective feelings, but the kind 
of feelings that have a non-subjective, and that means above all: 
non-conceptual character. They cannot be reduced to a concept. 
Philosophical aesthetes from Baumgarten and Kant to Adorno 
certainly agree with this. What then is the specificity of the “block 
of sensation”?

Deleuze and Guattari - not surprisingly - do not give a clear answer 
to this question.

Sometimes it sounds affectivist-emotivist, with Hegel speaking: 
as a defense of the “immediate”, of that which remains this side 

30  Spinoza, Die Ethik, loc.cit., p. 153 (part III, propos. 50, annotation.), 172 
(part III, def. of affects 13).

of all conceptual mediation, once again scholastically speaking: 
of “thatness”, of the quodditas. Sometimes, however, the answer 
sounds like a position of alternative rationality, as pointing to a 
form of thinking that proceeds differently from the familiar forms, 
namely science and philosophy. While science thinks in truthful 
propositional statements and philosophy in creative terms (like 
“ego-cogito”, “monad”, “transcendental”, “Spirit”), art thinks 
sensually, which then means that it “assembles” and “composes” 
sensual (visual, auditory, tactile, etc.) sensations. In doing so, it 
each time again removes the boundaries of the habitual system of 
perceptions, experiences and feelings.31

With this answer, Deleuze admittedly remains within the habit-
ual system of art perception in modernity. Here, art is seen as a 
specialist in the new and the dissolution of boundaries.

The first, the affectivist answer, sets its own accent in conjunc-
tion with the left-political theory of affect: there is a primacy of 
the sensual-bodily over the derivatively derived forms of feel-
ing, thinking, and acting. But this position is not only theoreti-
cally unconvincing - because of its conceptual confusion (“the 
brain thinks”) and its renewed dualism between body and mind 
- it moreover opens the door politically to irrationalism and the 
terror of sensibility. Therefore, I prefer to read Deleuze in the 
alternative rationalist variant. In this way he fits much better 
to the democratic-pleasurable dispute, which forms a positive 
counter-vision to the authoritarian state models of our present. 
The mobile, permanently circulating, informal discourse, the 
permanent exchange of experiences, half-secured or completely 
unsecured opinions and more or less convincing arguments has a 
polymorphous, proliferating nature. This is the everyday practice 
of collective self-determination that we call democracy.

31  Gilles Deleuze & Felix Guattari, What Is Philosophy?, transl. by Graham 
Burchell & Hugh Tomlinson, London/New York: Verso 1994, p. 164, see 
also p. 117f., 196f., 202f., 208.
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4.

So here is my conclusion. A living democracy cannot be guided 
only by the idea of rational argumentation. It is just as much 
dependent on the expression of feelings. But feelings, like so 
many other things, are a double-edged matter. “Nothing great can 
be achieved without enthusiasm and passion.” Hegel and Ralph 
Waldo Emerson agree on that. Unfortunately, as Michael Walzer 
once added succinctly, greatness can also be something terrible.32 
Thus the main problem is to what extent or in what sense feelings 
should play a role in democratic debate. At this point, aesthet-
ics enters the stage. Literature, drama, opera, film, soap operas, 
comics and popular music offer us patterns of interpretation for 
our experiences and feelings. They offer us exemplary stories of 
what is important in our life. And this ethical achievement has a 
political implication. In this respect, aesthetics is a specialized 
medium of a modern, democratic society to present and trans-
form the feelings without which this society cannot exist.

32  Michael Walzer, Politics and Passion. Toward a More Egalitarian Liber-
alism, Yale University Press: New Haven & London 2004, p. 118, quoting 
Emerson; G.W.F. Hegel, Werke in zwanzig Bänden, Bd. 10: Enzyklopädie 
der philosophischen Wissenschaften III, ed. by Eva Moldenhauer & Karl 
Markus Michel, Suhrkamp: Frankfurt/M. 1970, p. 296 (§ 474).
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Art and philosophy in the 
disembodied world

Marilena Chaui
University of São Paulo

The history of philosophy was marked by a split between sensible 
and intelligible, subject and object, consciousness and body, and 
by the belief that philosophy and science would be the source of 
meaning, the absolute starting point of thought, and not an orig-
inal and an inherence to the world that we need to interrogate.

This interrogation leads Merleau-Ponty to consider that we are not 
pure reflexive consciousness, but a consciousness embodied in a 
body. Our body, however, is not just the natural thing described 
by the natural sciences, but a human body, that is, inhabited and 
animated by a consciousness. We are not pure thought, for we are 
a body. We are not a natural thing, for we are a conscience. In 
addition to the world as a rational set of scientific facts, there is 
the world as a place where we live with others and surrounded 
by things, a qualitative world of colors, sounds, smells, tastes, fig-
ures, faces, obstacles, paths, the affective world of people, places, 
memories, promises, hopes, conflicts, struggles. We are tempo-
ral beings – we are born and are aware of death; we are cultural 
beings – we create language, work, society, religion, politics, eth-
ics, arts and techniques, sciences and philosophy.

What is my body?

My body is a visible being among other visible beings, but it has 
the unique aspect of being a visible seer: I see as well as being 
seen. Not only that. I can see myself, I am visible to myself. And 
I can see myself watching. My body is a tactile being like other 
bodies, it can be touched, but it also has the power to touch, it 
is touching; and is able to touch itself. My body is sonorous like 
crystals and metals, it can be heard, but it also has the power to 
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hear. More than that, it can make itself heard and it can be heard 
when it makes sounds. I hear who speaks to me but I also hear 
myself speaking. I am sound to myself. My body is neither a thing 
nor a machine, it is not a bundle of bones, muscles and blood nor 
a network of causes and effects, it is not a receptacle for a soul 
or for a conscience: it is my fundamental way of being and being 
in the world. Sensitive mass segregated in the mass of the sensi-
tive, our body is mysterious: trapped in the fabric of the visible, 
it continues to be seen; tied to the tangible, it continues to touch 
itself; moved in the fabric of movement, it never ceases to move. 
It suffers from the seen, touched and driven to the action that it 
exerts on them. It feels its outside from inside and its inside from 
outside. Feeling itself feel, the body reflects.

In an astonishing work note from The Visible and the Invisible, 
Merleau-Ponty writes: “Being is what creation requires of us so 
that we may have experience of it”. A phrase whose continuation 
emblematically brings together art and philosophy, as the note 
continues: “philosophy and art, together, are not arbitrary fabri-
cations in the universe of culture, but contact with Being precisely 
as creations”.

Why creation? Because for the being of the visible to come to 
visibility, it requires the work of the painter and sculptor; for the 
being of language to come to expression, it requires the work of 
the writer and the poet; for the being of sound to come, it requires 
the work of the musician; for thought to come to intelligibility 
requires the work of the thinker. If these works are creative, it 
is precisely because they grope around an intention to express 
something for which they do not have a model that guarantees 
them access to Being, since it is their action that opens the way 
of access, for the contact by which there can be experience of 
the Self. The painter and the sculptor unveil the invisible, the 
writer and the poet break the silence, the thinker questions the 
unthought. They carry out a piece of work, in which the co-be-
longing of an inseparable intention and gesture is expressed, of a 
subject who is only realized as such because he goes out of him-
self to expose his practical interiority as a work.

But not only that. Creation, as the works of the artists attest, is 
a division within indivision: the experience takes place as that 
moment in which a visible (the painter’s body) becomes visible 
without leaving visibility and a seer becomes visible (the paint-
ing ) without leaving visibility; in which a listener (the musician’s 
body) becomes sonorous without leaving the sonority and a res-
onant (the music) becomes audible without leaving the sonority; 
in which a speaker (the poet’s body) becomes sayable without 
abandoning language and a sayable thing (the poem, the piece he 
plays) becomes a speaker without leaving language.

The painter ‘brings his body’. Indeed, we do not see how a spirit 
could paint, said Valéry, because it is by lending his body to the 
world that the painter transforms the world into a painting.

Painting is transubstantiation between the body of the painter 
and the sculptor and the body of things. How is that possible? 
This is because vision and movement are inseparable, although 
different: to see is not to appropriate the world in image, but to 
approach things, to have them, but from a distance; moving is 
not carrying out commands that the soul sends to the body, but 
the immanent result of the maturation of a vision. Our body is 
a seer and driving power that sees because it moves and moves 
because it sees. But why is there transubstantiation between our 
body and the world? Because we and the world are made of the 
same stuff and between it and us there is transitivism, crossing, 
mating in which traits, figures, sounds, colors, gestures mate with 
their incorporeal meaning.

Indeed, the presence of things is a mystery because they claim 
existence as individuals and can only exist if they are more or less 
than individuals. More: they are fields or configurations, families 
or styles of being – the family of colors, odors, sounds. Less: they 
are pure differentiations. A color is pure difference between col-
ors, not a thing, a colored atom, a luminous wave endowed with 
identity. A sound is pure difference between sounds, not a sound 
wave endowed with identity. A texture (stone, wood or metal) is 
a pure difference between textures and not a physical-chemical 
identity. Things intertwine and intersect: the surface intertwines 
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and intersects with colors and sounds that intertwine and inter-
sect with odors and textures that intertwine and intersect in end-
less movements, in an incessant exchange in which each one is 
discernible because it belongs to a different family, but each one 
is also indistinguishable from the others because together they 
form the tight and porous fabric of the world.

Our body, a sensitive thing among things, is sensitive to itself. 
It is he who makes us see things in the place where they are and 
according to their desire, fulfilling the mystery of seeing and 
touching, since vision and touch have the gift of ubiquity: vision 
occurs simultaneously from things and from the eyes, touch is 
realized simultaneously from things and hands. Our senses oper-
ate through transitivity, intertwining like things: the gaze feels, 
hands see, eyes move with touch, touch sustains our mobility and 
our immobility through the eyes, compensating for the immobil-
ity and mobility of things.

The artist unveils the mystery of things and of the body because 
he reveals the body as a wandering sensitive - a sensitive among 
sensitives - and a concentrated sensitive - a sensible sensitive 
that is sensitive of itself. The artist’s work destroys the metaphys-
ical distinction between passivity and activity, unveiling them as 
simultaneous and indistinguishable.

What does art teach philosophy? It teaches that the body reflects 
and that reflection is not a privilege or exclusiveness of conscious-
ness. Thanks to the work of art, we discover that reflection is not a 
privilege of consciousness nor the essence of consciousness, but 
that it collects an older reflection that teaches it to reflect: body 
reflection. However, art teaches much more because the artist’s 
work reveals that bodily reflection is neither full possession of 
oneself nor full identity of the body with itself, but its inherence 
and confusion with itself and with things. This discovery teaches 
philosophy where the impossibility for consciousness to carry out 
a complete reflection and be intellectual possession of itself and 
the world comes from. The visible, the tactile, the sonorous, the 
moving are mysterious and painting, sculpture, music, theater 
and cinema unravel these mysteries because they realize the vis-

ible, the tactile, the sound and the moving by transfiguring them 
into meanings. through the mating of the sensible and the intelli-
gible, that is, through the mediation of the body.

Painting and sculpture, music and dance make us discover that 
the body is mysterious: trapped in the fabric of the visible, it con-
tinues to be seen; tied to the tangible, it continues to touch itself; 
moved in the fabric of movement, it never ceases to move. It suf-
fers from the seen, touched and moved action it exerts on them. It 
feels its outside from inside and its inside from outside.

Like the visible, language is also mysterious. In a way, language 
only has to do with itself: in interior monologue as in dialogue, 
there are no thoughts, it is words that words evoke, and, to the 
extent that we think more fully, words fill our spirit so precisely 
that they don’t leave an empty corner for pure thoughts and mean-
ings that are not language. The mystery, Merleau-Ponty recalls, 
is that, at the very moment when language is thus obsessed with 
itself, it is able, as if by excess, to open us up to a meaning. In an 
instant, the flow of words cancels out like noise, throws us full on 
what we want to say and, if we respond, it’s still in words, unin-
tentionally: “we don’t think about the words we say that tell us, 
just as we don’t think about the hand that we squeeze. [...] There 
is a unique meaning of language, the more evident the more we 
surrender to it, the less equivocal the less we think about it, rebel-
lious to any direct capture, but docile to the spell of language, 
always there when we address it to evoke it, but always a little fur-
ther away from the point where we believe we grasp it”.1

Sound and signal, language is mystery because it makes meanings 
present, it transgresses sound and graphic materiality, invades 
immateriality and, glorious and impalpable body, couples with 
the invisible. It is not an instrument to translate silent meanings. 
It is inhabited by them. It is not a means to arrive at something, 
but a way of being. More than that. And a being in itself. Sense is 
not something that would pre-exist the word, but the total move-
ment of speech and that is why our thought wanders through lan-

1  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. “L’algorithme et le myst è re du langage”. La 
prose du monde. Paris: Gallimard, 1971, p. 21.
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guage. When we surrender to it, meaning comes. When we want 
to grab it without it, it never comes.

But how does language mean? Indirectly and allusively. It does 
not designate a meaning, it makes it present through signs, but 
always on a primordial and inexhaustible background of silence. 
It is because it is indirect and allusive, an open and mobile total-
ity on an inner background of silence, that the word is expressive 
and “means when, instead of copying thought, one lets oneself be 
made and remade by it”.2

However, what is this language whose strength only exists when it 
is not reduced to being a mere designation of things or a mere copy 
of thoughts? It is not the empirical and customary language of our 
everyday life, already instituted in our culture. It is the creative, 
operative, instituting language. It is the language of the writer and 
the poet, of the theater and cinema when they twist existing lan-
guage, rob it of balance to make it mean and say the new. The mys-
tery of language is that it only expresses when it makes itself forget 
and it only allows itself to be forgotten when it succeeds in express-
ing. The glorious strength of language lies exactly in its power to 
hide its operations from us - like the weaver, who only lets us see 
the right side of the tapestry, although this only exists thanks to the 
work done on the wrong side. The triumph of language is that of 
making us believe, at the end of a book, that we are communicat-
ing with the author from spirit to spirit, without words.

The question: What does art teach philosophy? Our answer is that 
art teaches philosophy the mating of the sensible and the intel-
ligible, the materiality of bodies and the immateriality of mean-
ing through the mediation of our body as a spatial and temporal 
reflection, as an open sensitivity that goes beyond itself in cre-
ation. Dance is certainly the greatest expression of this, when 
sound, movement and meaning are fused into bodies that teach 
us what weight and lightness, action and paralysis, pain and joy, 
contact and solitude, in short, pure motion as fullness of meaning.

2  Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. “Le langage indirect et les voix du silence”. 
Signes. Paris: Gallimard, 1960, p. 103.

If this is the ontological teaching that art brings to philosophy, 
what happens when our body undergoes an unprecedented muta-
tion with the emergence of the virtual world?

In The Condition of Postmodernity3, David Harvey points out 
as a consequence of the new form accumulation of capital, that 
is, of neoliberalism, an unprecedented transformation in our 
experience of space and time, designated by him as “space-time 
compression”. In fact, the fragmentation and globalization of 
economic production engender two opposite and simultaneous 
phenomena: on the one hand, the fragmentation and spatial and 
temporal dispersion of production with the end of large industrial 
plants and, on the other, under the effects of electronic technol-
ogies and of information, the compression of space – everything 
happens here, without distances, differences or borders – and the 
compression of time – everything happens now, without a past and 
without a future. As Paul Virillo says, from the topological space 
of our bodily experience, we pass to atopy, that is, to the absence 
of spatial reference; and from the differentiation of oneself with 
oneself that defines lived time, we pass to acrony, that is, to the 
absence of temporal reference. Volatile and ephemeral, today our 
experience does not know any sense of continuity and is exhausted 
in a present reduced to a fleeting instant, without past and with-
out future. We live under the sign of telepresence and teleobser-
vation, in which everything seems to be immediately given to us in 
the form of transparent images, presented as evidence.

We can thus say that there is another world, the virtual world, 
devoid of temporal and spatial thickness, in which our body is 
reduced, on the one hand, to the visual perception of flat and 
fleeting images and, on the other, to the mechanical activity of 
control of operations and signals proposed by the automata. A 
world without places, distances, depth, qualities – the world of 
atopy. A world without time, in which nothing passes and noth-
ing remains, as everything coexists without a past and without a 
future, in an endless present – the world of acrony.

3  Harvey, David. A Condição pós-moderna. São Paulo: Loyola, 1992.
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What does virtual mean? In the philosophical tradition, the possi-
ble is what can come into existence if there is an agent or circum-
stances that make it come into existence – the real is what actually 
exists; the possible what can come to exist. Also in the philosophi-
cal tradition, there was a tendency to identify the possible and the 
virtual (the seed is the virtual tree or the possible tree), that is, the 
possible and the virtual were considered as latent potentialities 
that could come into existence. From the point of view of tradi-
tion, an expression such as virtual reality is non-sense, because 
the virtual is unreal, it is a mere possible that does not yet exist. 
The computer and cybernetic revolutions, however, modified the 
concept of virtual: the virtual is already real and already exists, it 
is not opposed to the real, but to the current: virtual is understood 
as something real and existing that awaits an update and that can 
be infinitely updated. The virtual is what cannot be determined 
by spatial and temporal coordinates, as it exists without being 
present in a specific space or time – that is, atopy and acrony are 
its unique mode of existence.

In the virtual world, updating is the relationship between human 
individuals and information systems. Virtualization dispenses 
with what has always been at the core of human experience: pres-
ence. In their place, communication networks or coordination 
processes operate with their own spatiality and temporality, that 
is, atopic and acronic.

With the virtual comes the so-called cyberculture as a set of digi-
tal codes – a potential of images that forms cyberspace that estab-
lishes a style of relationship independent of geographic and topo-
logical places - atopy - and the coincidence of times always in the 
mode of the present – acrony.

Coincidence of times – or time just like now – and universal space 
– or space like here : these two characteristics of the virtual world 
mean, after all, an unlimited process of disappearance of the refer-
ence to our corporeal existence (space and time ), heading towards 
the disembodiment of human beings and the perceptual world.

Therefore, it is not surprising that many of the creators and 
defenders of cyberspace refer to it significantly as a disembodied 
and spiritual space, a possibility, according to some, of transform-
ing ourselves into beings of pure light, free from the brutality and 
chaos that are typical of our bodies, freed from space and time, 
new angels of a new terrestrial paradise in which, of course, there 
will be no death because we can download our minds to comput-
ers and, transcending materiality, live forever in digital space. 
Hence a first philosophical question: what can art be in a world 
without bodies, without space and without time? How to preserve 
the idea that art teaches philosophy the mating of the sensible 
and the intelligible through the act of creation, bringing a new 
meaning to the world through the mediation of bodily reflection?

There is still another question: what subjectivity is born from vir-
tual unreality? Subjectivity is no longer considered reflection and 
questioning, being reduced to narcissistic intimacy, and objec-
tivity is not the knowledge of what is exterior and different from 
the subject, but rather a set of strategies mounted on language 
games that represent thought games, without knowledge ever 
facing reality as an experience that raises questions. This new 
subjectivity is no longer defined by the body’s relationships with 
the space and time of the world or of life, but with the complex-
ity of sparse and fragmented reticular relationships. These new 
technologies operate with obedience and seduction in the mental 
field, however they are disguised in an alleged freedom of choice 
to obey, because studies in neurology reveal that in users, there is 
a decrease in the capacities of the frontal lobe of the brain, where 
thinking and judgments take place, and there is great develop-
ment of the part of the brain responsible for desire. People think 
less and want more, and companies develop applications to 
emphasize, direct, induce, and stimulate desires. Now, to exist is 
to be seen.

Thus, the new subjectivity is marked by two traits that are appar-
ently contrary, but actually complementary: on the one hand, a 
depressive subjectivity, because it is marked by the need to win 
any and all competitions and by guilt if you fail. And, on the other 
hand, a narcissistic subjectivity, produced by the practices of elec-
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tronic communication technologies. We say that only in appear-
ance do these two forms of subjectivity seem contrary, since, 
more than a century ago, Freud’s studies revealed that depression 
and narcissism are two sides of the same coin.

Can the arts teach us to undo this phantasmagoria?
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Philosophy as an  
aesthetics of happiness

Jacques Poulain
University of Paris 8

for Renata Camargo Sa

1. The prosopopoeia as a hedonic 
source of happiness

The contemporary anthropology of language has completely 
upset the benchmarks of aesthetics by showing that the chronic 
abortive being that is the human being, in order to be able to live, 
has to attach oneself to language by making the world speak. For 
what? To find there the same happiness that he had taken from 
listening to the voice of the mother in intra-uterine listening, as 
Alfred Tomatis discovered.1 Because the human being is not a 
biologically well-formed being and was born a year too early – 
compared to mammals of similar complexity – he is only endowed 
with intraspecific instincts (nutritional, sexual and defensive). He 
therefore needs to invent his world by projecting the harmony 
between the sounds that he emits and receives. 

This use of language was called “prosopopoeia” by William von 
Humboldt2 to make it clear that the way in which poets and play-
wrights make the world, stones, springs, animals speak in their 

1  Tomatis, Alfred. The ear and the voice. Scarecrow Press, 2005 and The 
Conscious Ear: My Life of Transformation through Listening. Paris: Station 
Hill Press, 1991.
2  Humboldt von W. On language. On the diversity of human language con-
struction and its influence over the mental development of the human spe-
cies. Cambridge Mass: Cambridge University Press, 1999.
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poems or in their plays does not constitute only an artistic pro-
cess, but that it presented itself as the original use of language, as 
the source of dialogue and of art. In this way we also discovered 
that our life was exclusively a dialogue. The human child has to 
make the world speak by using this prosopopoeia to be able to 
perceive it with his own eyes. The child experiences this harmony 
in an animistic way in its use of sounds because of its inability 
to perceive a difference between the sounds it emits and those it 
then hears, also it lends its heard sounds to the world with which 
it identifies itself for the same reason. Arnold Gehlen’s anthropo-
biology confirmed this linguistic hypothesis3. This audio-phonic 
harmony lends its own law to the dynamics of the imagination, 
of our thought and of our desires in the following way: every hia-
tus and every disharmony with the world must be overcome by 
projecting a new form of pre-harmony with the world, with oth-
ers and with ourselves. As we spontaneously pre-harmonize by 
ear the sounds we emit with the same sounds we try to hear, we 
pre-harmonize our perceptions, actions and desires with the most 
favourable responses we can expect from the world, others and 
ourselves. The happiness felt by listening to the favourable proso-
popoeia of the world that speaks to us in our visual perception has 
become thus a source of delight.

Because access to perception is always filtered by the words we 
project into the world to isolate objects and identify them with 
what we see of them using our predicates, we experience the ver-
bal activity of this perception as a response as favourable as our 
own sounds when we listen to them. Converting chaotic sensa-
tions into gratifying perceptions, the child links the gratifications 
felt in listening to the world with the joys it feels in seeing it. Pro-
jecting into the world the privileged access to communication that 
it shared with one’s mother and since its mother’s responses were 
felt to be rewarding, it comes to perceive this visual world as the 

3  Gehlen, A. Man. His nature and place in the world. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1988 and  Imágenes de época: sociología y estética de la 
pintura moderna. Barcelone: Edicions 62, 1994. But this anthropobiology 
remained pragmatic (See Poulain, J. De l’homme. Eléments d’anthropobi-
ologie philosophique du langage. Paris: Cerf, 2001).

speaker of a positive answer, expressing simultaneously both its 
need and the way to meet it. This movement allows it to produce 
an effective reversal of his impulses: instead of perceiving stim-
uli requiring a physical reaction on its part and of being projected 
towards the appropriate consummatory action, it transforms the 
visual perceptual stimulus linked to the sounds he means, in a 
pure consummatory action of itself4. Because this inversion of 
the biological circuits which characterizes the use of the voice 
can be transferred to any sensible experience, because the use of 
listening to our sounds underlies any use of our five senses, this 
articulation of the sense of reality to the experience of enjoying it, 
is itself transferred to the use of these five senses. This gives us a 
key to understand what the Greeks called “aisthesis”.

It makes our life a dialogue with the world, with our fellow human 
beings as well as with ourselves. We seek a world that responds to 
our expectations as gratifyingly as our mother’s voice, and these 
multifunctional responses of worlds to our own sounds are what 
in turn allow us to attune ourselves to that world. We can only 
access any reality whatsoever because we rejoice in this reality 
by making it speak. The use of language makes all perceptions 
possible because the structure of agreement between the prop-
ositional subject and its predicate is projected into it, to make 
recognize that to exist for the named reality is effectively to be 
what we consume of it by using the propositional predicate, i. e. 
by identifying this object with its property denoted by this predi-
cate. In the example most used by logicians: “the snow is white”, 
the thought of this proposition or its expressive use transforms 
the received and external sensation because the identification of 

4  This description is affording the solution to the psychological and prag-
matical problem that John Dewey was raising in his famous paper: “The 
reflex arc concept in psychology” in Psychological Review 3, 1896, p. 357-
370. He was denouncing the Platonist error that remained in this theory, 
but he was unable to solve it because he treated it only a pragmatical prob-
lem of coordination. We see now that it was deeper because it was indeed 
demanding an aesthetic solution to understand the possibility for the 
audio-phonetic move of closing auto-referentially over itself in a consum-
matory-action of itself.
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the thing called “snow” is produced in it with what we perceive of 
it, that is to say its property, by the use of the predicate “white.” 

To be thought true, the proposition describing a perception must 
trigger by its reception its own understanding as the unique 
consummatory action of itself accompanied by this perception. 
Instead of triggering a mechanical reaction as happens in any 
instinctive biological circuit, the perception that is made possi-
ble using a proposition only triggers as a reaction the consum-
matory action of its reality and its truth. Every use of a proposi-
tion is indeed “anthropophagic” in the sense given to this word 
by Oswaldo de Andrade5, i. e. we are consuming our mime of the 
voice of our mother in every proposition and in every percep-
tion. This hedonic component is operative in the activation of 
audio-phonic sensibility, but it is itself transformed into cultural 
eudaimonia through this filter of truth. 

This mime of the audio-phonic movement which is carried out by 
the utterance of a proposition and by the movement of truth-grat-
ifying reflection that it triggers by means of the affirmative 
proposition, is inseparably a test of truth and of the perceptual 
gratification which accompanies him. The cognitive and logical 
pre-harmonization which carries the propositions by which we 
objectify perceptions, actions, thoughts, feelings, and desires 
is always the same: we are incapable of thinking a proposition 
without thinking that this proposition is true. Expressed in the 
words of Charles Sanders Peirce, “every proposition asserts its 
own truth”6. In our own terms, we must think our propositions 
as true to be able to objectify the visual facts that correspond to 
them as well as our physical actions or our desires. This is also 
what remains true of the Kantian doctrine of the “transcenden-
tal truth”, this movement of thought which he conceived as the 
anticipation of truth conditioning access to any reality whatso-

5  De Andrade, O. Manifesto antropofago in Revista de Antropofagia, São 
Paulo, year 1, n. 1, 1928.
6  Peirce, C. S. Collected Papers. Cambridge: the Belknap Press of Harvard 
University, 1958, Tome 5, § 569 & § 435 and Poulain, J. La loi de vérité ou 
la logique philosophique du jugement. Paris: Albin Michel, 1993, p. 55-76.

ever. But Kant conceived it as an a priori datum of reflection and 
was completely unaware that the use of the reality principle and 
that of the pleasure principle are inextricably linked in any per-
ceptual experience, producing both a happiness of truth and a 
happiness of life.

The artistic experience finds its own specific dynamics in the 
search for all the experiments of the world who respond to us 
in a way as favourable as the voice of our mother. The dialogi-
cal specificity of the arts emerges in the different arts in the form 
of the different ways of producing and recognizing the different 
happiness’s that we seek in our life to overcome any hiatus. What 
characterizes artistic beauty is not that it apparently emerges 
independently of our past perceptions, but its capacity to figure 
objectively the happiness of life to which its use of the dialogue 
with five senses gives access. When we separate the specific 
creativity of art from its origin, i. e. from the use of language, it 
appears as a natural miracle emerging fortuitously from a brilliant 
imagination capable of seeing the world, for unknown reasons, in 
a different way than we usually see it7.

All our relations with the world, others and ourselves cannot 
therefore be produced or completed without judging whether 
these pre-harmonized linguistic relations which are shown in 
our proposals show us or not the objective conditions of life that 
they are presumed to show in order to come into existence. As 
addressees of ourselves, we need to know (1) whether or not they 
are in harmony with ourselves as speakers or as thinking beings 
and (2) whether we ourselves are in harmony with these different 
realities. Our relations with ourselves are therefore necessarily 
indirect. We cannot judge and transform ourselves without judg-

7  This was still the case for Robert Musil in his Principles of a new aes-
thetics where he is explaining it clearly (Musil, R. Ansätze zu neuer Ästhe-
tik. Bemerkungen über eine Dramaturgie des Films in Essays und Reden 
(1011-1931). Hambourg: Rowohlt, 1981, v. 8, p. 1137-1154. He was neverthe-
less approaching there the prosopopoeian and philosophical dynamic of 
poetry and of arts (See Kortian, G. De la vérité comme liberté ou la faculté 
philosophique de juger Paris: L’Harmattan, 2020).
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ing the objectivity of the experience of speech, of thought or of art 
that guarantees these relationships and these experiences of life. 
We cannot gratify ourselves and be in harmony with ourselves 
and with our addressees without judging the truth of the propo-
sitions or of the artworks expressing our knowledge, our needs to 
act or our desires. This law of truth also governs and validates all 
our uses of dialogue.

2. The prosopopoeia of speech acts in a 
philosophical aesthetics of dialogue

It is enough to know the cognitive and hedonic dynamics of our 
dialogical creativity to understand that we cannot talk to our 
addressees without projecting the dynamics of prosopopoeia 
into the use of speech acts, i. e. without taking his (or her) point 
of view. We only follow here a law that is already constitutive of 
our use of language and of our dialogical imagination. We can 
only imagine the states of affairs, the actions or the desires about 
which we speak (or we speak to ourselves) to others or to ourselves 
as responses that respond to them or respond to us in the most 
favourable and gratifying way. Because dialogue gives us the abil-
ity to objectively judge the objectivity of the harmony that we cre-
ate there as an agreement with others and ourselves, each speech 
act makes us dependent on the response of our addressees. 

We can indeed easily apply to our dialogical agreement of truth 
what we have learnt about the affirmation of a descriptive prop-
osition of perception. Contrary to their conventionalist and prag-
matic description given by John L. Austin8 and contrary to John 
Searle’s reduction of them to contractual promises9, it is neces-
sary to take the dynamics of truth in the speech acts much more 
seriously than they do. They define indeed these speech acts as 
the unique acts that it is enough to designate to perform them, i. 
e. as a sort of magical and reflexive characteristics derived from 

8  Austin, J. L, How to do things with words. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962.
9  Searle, J. R. Speech Acts. An essay in the philosophy of language. Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969.

their self-referential meaning. But the dynamics of our prosopo-
poeia obliges us to recognize that these speech acts must and can 
be redescribed as affirmations. When we say: “I affirm that p is 
true”, this statement can be reconstructed as: “p is as true as I say 
that it is and that the fact described in p exists”. The self-refer-
ential character of this description only registers our recognitive 
judgment on its truth, in short, on its objectivity.

The self-referential character of our speech acts follows the same 
logic of recognition. We can and must therefore redescribe, 
for example, our promises in the same way if we wish to make 
explicit the dynamics of truth and objectivity which is inherent 
in them. “I promise to come tomorrow” means in effect: “it is as 
true that I will come tomorrow as I say so and that, by saying it, I 
judge that I have to come tomorrow”. My utterance registers my 
recognition of the objective necessity of doing such and such an 
action as well as the fact that I recognize having to do this action 
by means of my assertion of the true judgment that I operate here 
and now. My reflexive judgment and the agreement that I expect 
from my addressee express both the common desire to see me 
come tomorrow and the determining judgment of the affirmation 
that I express to confirm my coming tomorrow as a mutual and 
common happiness that will exist as based on this statement. 

This statement of truth expresses a common desire for truth 
about the action I designate by my words, and it simultaneously 
fulfils this desire for truth as a factual experience that I produce 
and that only my addressee can complete and fulfil by his (or her) 
agreement. The anticipation of this agreement expressed by the 
utterance in its use of the indicative mood: “I promise to come 
tomorrow” as if the addressee’s agreement thus already arrived 
in my statement and was expressed in my performative utter-
ance, constitutes and makes an objective judgment that gives the 
addressee the opportunity to accept this fact as well as to accept 
the expression of our common desire as being real. This gives him 
(or her) the ability to accept as real the objective relationship that I 
anticipate between us as our reality in this dialogical relationship. 
All the speech-acts that will occur in this dialogue have this char-
acter of philosophical prosopopoeia’s bearing on the objective 
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determination of the mutual and common happiness sought after 
as well as on the anticipated satisfaction of this desire in life itself.

We must also admit that our addressees therefore must judge the 
objective truth value of these speech acts or of theses artworks 
as constituting the real reharmonization of the common world 
which they need as well as they have to judge the objectivity of 
our mutual and common rejoicing in the face of this common 
happiness that is anticipated there. Statements, commands, 
expressions of feelings and beliefs have to be redescribed in sim-
ilar ways because they are all created by the speech acts that we 
have to articulate by identifying the elements of the mental world 
and the social world that are there, as well as they are claimed 
to be as necessary for their lives as they are actually as enjoyable 
for their social partners as they are for themselves. Because they 
are embedded in the articulation of five-senses language, they 
are transcultural, although the cultural blisses that are searched 
and eventually produced dialogically in different languages can 
be expressed in different natural languages that seemingly seem 
to have nothing in common.

The recognition of the eudemonic truth dynamics revolution-
izes our understanding of dialogue and of arts. One is only able 
to recognize the occurrence of sharing truth by recognizing the 
objectivity of the mutual and common happiness and the rehar-
monized world that has been produced by this dialogue or by art-
work. The happiness of truth that accompanies this recognition 
becomes a common motivation when it is recognized as a cul-
tural condition of life. When this sharing is as objective as true, 
when its application in social and mental life has produced the 
expected happiness and the recognition of the social partners in 
it, we no longer have to consider it as a source of duty, but one 
must think of its application in life as a hypothesis and as an antic-
ipation of an objectively desired happiness. The dialogue part-
ners then consider that they can only be as happy as they wish 
if they make real the ways of life on which they have come to an 
agreement by judging that they are objectively these forms of life. 
This truth is not only the secret specific to the dialogical art, but 
it also constitutes the truth secret of all arts. We cannot therefore 

use language or arts as the necessary means that allow us to live 
without expressing this anticipated truth of our desires as being 
the anticipation of the best life that we need. Language and arts 
are not only a condition of life for human beings: they are such 
only if their use expresses and makes real the unique best life that 
we can imagine.

3. The artistic prosopopoeia’s of happiness’s

The contemporary discovery of the aesthetics of happiness in 
our use of language as a source of the perceptions and of the arts 
allows us to reinterpret aesthetic judgment. This one can no lon-
ger be reduced to an affect of recognition of something beautiful 
which could be produced without the aid of a concept, as Kant10 
thought it was and identified animistic by Heidegger11 as the 
source of every speaking art. The artistic creation of the figures 
of happiness crowns the choice of our forms of life that we pro-
duce, when we project our agreements of truth and the joy they 
give us, in the unique best happiness of life in search of which we 
are. The same dynamic is at work in the artistic use of materials 
for the simple reason that in this experience we use at least one 
of the five senses which obeys the same audio-phonic dynamic 
which is also underlying such or such meaning. Because the aes-
thetic judgment that guides the creation of a work of art follows 
the same dynamic of affirmation as our use of language and obeys 
the same dialogical law, it needs to be confirmed philosophically 
as an artwork of life. They must make possible the experience of 
rejoicing in them as well as expressing a judgment of recognition 
of their objectivity about the cultural happiness they constitute 
for them, but they must produce these performances without 
being themselves able to produce the happiness’s of life that they 
objectify in this way. Philosophy as an aesthetics of happiness 
must identify the best cultural blisses that occur through artworks 
in our social and mental worlds by giving them an independent 

10  Kant, E. Critique of Judgment. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 
11  See Heidegger, M. “The Origin of the Work of Art”. The Basic Writings. 
New York: Harper Collins,2008, p. 143–212.
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existence by using our five senses and by exhibiting the best ways 
to live a human life. The autonomy of the arts is based on this 
independence: they show us the unique best life they aim to show 
us without producing the actual experience of that life. By figur-
ing this or that happiness, they affirm that they present us with 
the best life experience there is to live, but they are nevertheless 
aware of being unable to make us live this experience itself. Like 
any propositional use of signs, they are ersätze of life although 
they occur as conditions of life for the artist as well as for his 
addressees, but their performance is ultimately about affirming 
that they are conditioning human life by simply figuring the best 
possible experience of this one.

To figure these happiness’s is indeed to transform them into 
tangible realities which can be recognized as objectively as one 
makes them effectively real. Their figuration allows us to expe-
rience that we are rejoicing in them by recognizing that these 
happiness’s constitute our own truths because they manifest the 
ways of life that make us mutually happy. If we always need an 
artistic experience, it is not because we die of the experience that 
we have of the truth and for the unique reason that the experience 
of art would be the only one that could make us experience our 
humanity. But it is on the contrary because our aesthetic experi-
ence of truth remains inviolate in its creative capacity and always 
affirms its power to enlarge the domain of realities and gratifica-
tions opened by our experiences of sharing the truth, that we rec-
ognize our capacity to rejoice in the experiences where we live a 
mutual and common happiness.

They thus glimpse the only secret truth that surrounds our use of 
language by taking advantage of the fact that this use only really 
becomes our condition of life if it presents us with the experience 
of the best possible life and if they let us rejoice in it by letting 
it speak. They betray this eudemonist secret of human life itself. 
But they are also testifying the fact that the secret dynamics of 
human life can only satisfy itself by living and thinking of itself as 
a perpetual dialogue with the world, with the social partners and 
with oneself  this dialogue alone does give us access to the best 
possible life. Each art accomplishes this performance because 

it is only by giving reality to our desire for the best possible life, 
by objectifying it and by winning our personal agreement to this 
desire as if it were indeed the best for us. It is only when a work of 
art performs this recognitive performance of rejoicing in it, that 
we can recognize that it really speaks to us.

The art that comes closest to this goal is also the one that asserts 
itself as the most attractive one: it is unquestionably poetry. The 
poems speak to our thought as if they were presenting to us the 
most desirable desire as our reality: by presenting to us our own 
desire for existence and by mimicking in this way the use of lan-
guage which presents to us the perception of world as a bliss 
for the simple reason that it cannot be thought to be false. But 
they themselves present this desire to us as the reality already so 
incandescent that it affirms itself in them. We cannot read them 
without rejoice ourselves in them because they exist only when 
they embody this rejoicing itself. Pure prosopopoeia’s of them-
selves, they betray this essence in the inescapable mysticism of 
Rainer Maria Rilke12. To make us rejoice in this happiness, it must 
present itself as already being our reality as well as the reality of 
the world that the poet makes speak. This means that he presents 
it as the reality that the poet and his readers expect to be without 
having been able to rejoice in it before it can happen. The poet is 
therefore the one who makes his reader as well as himself desire 
that this most desired reality happens as if he (or she) had created 
it: he (or she) makes his reader desire this as the author has neces-
sarily desired to be it to exist and to have been quite simply as able 
to think it as he (or she) desires to be it. 

The experience of not being able to exist without being and com-
pleting the desire of existence expressed in this poetry, is giving 
us the feeling of the beauty of the poem. The poet thus assumes 
so doing the dynamic characteristic of thought itself as a dynamic 
that does not tolerate the non-existence of what it is thought 
about, at least during the time it has been produced. But he is 
assuming that as his (or her) magical idealistic power as long as 

12  Rilke, R. M. Duino Elegies: A Bilingual Edition. Evanston Illinois: North-
western University Press, 1989.
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he does not activate his (or her) judgment of objectivity about the 
happiness that he (or she) is feeling in order to know whether this 
happiness is not only a happiness of words, but also, and above 
all, a happiness of life. If it is actually also such a happiness, he (or 
she) can appreciate philosophically this “breath crystal”13, as Paul 
Celan did, as “an irrevocable testimony” of this happiness of life. 
Poetic writing is thus the unique kind of art that lets exist as a pure 
joy the hedonic pleasure that was accompanying the animist use 
of language by the child where the pleasure of the visual percep-
tion was identified with the listening of the speaking world.

The same is true about the arts that exploit the audio-phonic 
dynamic of the five senses. Like poetic writing, the composition of 
a painting (1) transforms into an independent reality the harmony 
that accompanies the creative use of speech that brings out visual 
perceptions and (2) lets its viewers enjoy in the perception of this 
harmony. Because the use of the eye’s mimics in their movements 
the internal harmony of the sounds emitted and heard, the world 
visualized simultaneously in return, seems this time to incorpo-
rate itself this harmony14. This is evident when the child animates 
his vision as a dialogue with the world in order to be able to per-
ceive it with his own eyes and thus physically enjoy it in the visu-
alized world. But what distinguishes this animist experience of 
visual consumption, from the pictorial experience is that the lat-
ter precisely presents this harmony itself through the reality that 
is the painting as if this reality embodied this harmony itself. As 
a pictorial prosopopoeia, the painting aims to produce the same 
enjoyment of this reality that we would feel if we were in the pres-
ence of the best visual experience of what has to be depicted. The 
creative enjoyment related to the writing of this painting tries to 
build and convey the joy proper to the experience of conveying the 
best and unique vision of the world revealed in the real world that 
is the painting itself. The isolation of the visualized perception that 

13  Celan, P. Breath Crystal. Ragman Production, 1976.
14  See the description that Renata Camargo gives with acribeia of this art 
in Verdade em Ato: consideraçõees sobre a arte na época moderna. Rio de 
Janeiro: Babilonia, 2015.

the painter presents to us must obtain for our eyes the enjoyment 
of the best world to which he (or she) effectively gives existence. 

Like poetic writing, pictorial composition starts from the grati-
fication linked to the consciousness of reality and truth in order 
to write by means of forms and colours the reality which we our-
selves wish to enjoy and it does so with a view to produce in us 
the consciousness of rejoicing in it. Mark Rothko was aware of 
this poetic ideal inherent into the pictural creation15. The painter 
tries to transform the visualized world, or the human face made 
present by the portraying, into a happiness in itself. The viewer of 
this pictures must therefore activate his (or her) own philosoph-
ical judgment in order to be able to rejoice himself (or herself ) 
in the contemplation of this painting: he (or she) cannot appre-
hend its beauty without judging the objectivity of the happiness 
of his (or her) eyes. But this philosophical epochê was already 
working in the transformation of the real world into the painted 
and viewed world (or portrayed face or body). The presence of 
this judgment was glimpsed by the painters of the early XXth 
century, by glimpsed by the Impressionists, the Cubists and the 
abstract painters. But far from promoting this underlying judg-
ment affirming tautegorically the best world to see, this epochê 
was immediately assimilated to the denial of the mimetic realism 
of the painting and reduced by Paul Klee to a presumed physical 
freedom animating the use of our eyes and by Vasily Kandinsky 
to the production of a vision of human vision reproducing in the 
painting the musical harmonization of the world. Their painting 
therefore transmitted only to its viewer a judgment of reflective 
enjoyment without concept and finally renounced to let speak 
itself as a work of art.

This poetical trend of the paintings inhabits too the sculptures 
and their visual treatment of the body’s volumes. As Adolf Hil-

15  Rothko, M. “I became a painter because I wanted to raise painting to 
the level of poignancy of music and poetry”. Mark Rothko, n. 17, 1961, Kate 
Rothko Prizel & Christopher Rothko / Artists Rights Society.
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debrand has pointed out16, the sculptor also needs to perceive 
the dialogical participation of his own body in his environment 
in order to be able to visually objectify the plastic form of his 
sculptures. Because the harmony felt by the sculptor with his own 
body is what he (or she) visually and dialogically projects into the 
sculpted bodies like he communicates with his world my moving 
his own body and thereby changing his perception of it, he (or 
she) makes his (or her) own harmony speak in the sculpted body 
which thus becomes the prosopopoeia of his own body. This com-
municational projection of one’s own body into the visualisation 
of the world being sculpted is something that must be dialogi-
cally affirmed by the sculptor himself in the production of his art-
work in order to be seen as an objective harmony inherent in the 
sculpted body and that can be rejoiced in as the best and unique 
harmony that could inhabit it and that is actually inhabiting it. 
As the child’s babble projected the harmony between his sounds 
emitted and his sounds heard into the visualized world so as to 
be able to allow this world to be the source of the harmony per-
ceived by him between his sounds and to gratify his own ears, the 
perception of sculpted body is only so gratifying and is becoming 
a beauty in itself because this one incorporates into reality the a 
priori harmony that we ourselves enjoy in our relationships with 
our own bodies and with the bodies of our partners. An admirer 
of Hellenism, Hegel, dared to proclaim that the harmony char-
acterising the sculpted body constituted the model of all artis-
tic harmony. This harmony was for him the model of an ideal 
and serene beauty inscribed in a well-ordered body which was 
itself harmonized within the horizon of metaphysical happiness 
emerging from a well-ordered world. The incarnated harmony 
of the sculpted bodies was presumed to testify the whole worldly 
harmony in which it took place and let rejoice its addressees in 
the gratifying experience of this well-ordered world like the poly-
theist gods were before presumed able to do.

But these bodies must reinvest their space in order to be provided 
with a prosopopoeia that manages them to make this space speak. 

16  Hildebrand, A. The problem of form in painting and sculpture. Franklin 
Classics Trade Press, 2018. 

In a fresco or in scene where multiple bodies are sculpted, the 
specular reciprocity of the assembled bodies imposes indeed its 
own specular reciprocity on the whole environment itself. This 
one becomes “the soul of this world”, to use the words of Novalis, 
because these bodies occupy all the places of a space which was 
considered only as abstract before they occupy this environment 
in a multipolar way, unifying it and giving it thus existence. The 
space of these bodies which are harmonized with each other as 
they are harmonized with themselves gives us the dialogic key 
to our own objective space, that is to say the space in which we 
rejoice to live, because here, in our objective space, we hyposta-
size global space as a body incorporating all these bodies. It there-
fore ends up gratifying us as if it were our own space, that is to say, 
as if it would be the space in which we are be happy to live because 
it has been judged and felt as the real best and inescapable space 
objectively harmonized for all of us.

This world only effectively loses its material abstraction and 
reaches its destination if its scene is animated by different char-
acters who present themselves as the explicit prosopopoeia’s of 
themselves and of ourselves by allowing us to rejoice ourselves in 
the dialogues they lead between themselves. The theatrical scene 
brings its spectators into the secret mysteries of common human 
happiness and misfortune by mimicking socially their own ani-
mation of their mental life for the simple reason that they allow 
time to be perpetually reborn within it. The theatrical prosopo-
poeia makes human life itself speak the way we make the proso-
popoeia speak in our own life: the reason being that our own life is 
itself only a prosopopoeial dialogue. The theatre indeed mimics 
the enjoyment of the thought when this one considers the perpet-
ual rebirth of itself in the psyche but it mimics it as a dialogue with 
the world, with others and with oneself. It therefore presents the 
objective happiness of humanity as being the source and the end 
of the perpetual rebirth of time, psychic and social. Much more, it 
is freeing our life itself by allowing it to be what it actually is, that 
is to say, the prosopopoeia itself of itself. Isn’t our life only what 
our words are projecting of themselves in it to let exist what it is?
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But theatre doesn’t know it is doing it. Because it still follows the 
rules of Austin, Searle and Kant since it only reflects its effects 
of identifying its speakers and addressees with itself. As any dia-
logue is experienced as a death when it confronts itself with a 
dissensus or an insoluble dispute with others or with oneself as 
well as when it confronts the arbitrary obligations imposed on it 
by civilization, the theatre also re-emerges and follows the per-
petual cycle that mental life seems to live by bending to the cul-
tural hazards surrounding this perpetual rebirth of time within it. 
But the secret of time itself does not consist in its projected linear 
representation; it consists indeed only in this dialogue which is 
perpetually reborn as if it would bring us as close as possible to 
this irresistible happiness of life.

It offers us indeed tautegorically to make us live the first and the 
last dialogue that we are, like the rejoicing that we actually desire 
to live, but let us remember: without making us live it in our real 
life actually. It therefore seems artificial and boils down to being 
nothing more than a dialogue mimicking human life because it 
does not yet know its own dynamics of truth on its own: its truth 
being to give access to the freedom of this life. Luckily, this aes-
thetic consumption of the staging of the city marked from the out-
set the victory of the theatre over the compulsion to civilizational 
training, over the chronic obsession that leads us to control our-
selves and others in every time and in every place. It has shattered 
the glass ceiling imposed by Cleon on Antigone, but it is constitu-
tionally unable in turn to impose from itself the revolution of the 
collective spirit that it initiated itself. 

Cultural desires remain perceived there as deeply irrational as 
primary intraspecific desires because the dynamics of truth inher-
ent in our dialogical imagination are still ignored. The desires for 
truth that scientists invent and express in their hypotheses com-
pared with the desires theatrically played appear themselves also 
as irrational and unpredictable as these ones because we are made 
to feel there only their mortal consequences or the feeling of rid-
icule. But because the cultural desires expressed by the theatre 
transform the consciousness of autarkic freedom into the feeling 
of tragedy or the apperception of a ridiculous nonsense, they pro-

duce a freedom that is usually only given to us by our use of the 
judgment of truth determining our living conditions. They bring 
us back to the consciousness of history by inventing new purposes 
for this history. Their theatrical prosopopoeia indeed gives this 
history the purpose of creating a life that would give us the power 
to create the events of life that make us happy, without however 
allowing us to recognize that it is already this creativity that is at 
work in every theatrical play. Because it is presumed to speak to 
us without the use of a concept, it does not allow us to transform 
the human history into the field of its application.

When we proceed from the theatrical hypostasis to the cine-
matographic hypostasis, we rejoice in the cultural crowning of 
human life, as if the cinematographic world presented to us here 
and now our future as well as the final victory of cultural life over 
the civilizational compulsion: everything happens there as if its 
figurations already would achieve a complete prosopopoeia of 
human life itself. The truth of cinematographic utterance is to 
respond to the expectation that motivates our dialogical imagi-
nation. As anticipation of a world that already responds to us in a 
favourable way, it mimics the final movement of this expectation 
as if it were already the first and the last movement of our life. 
It lets us feel thereby the anthropological secret of the dialogical 
imagination as an artistic prosopopeia: its ability to let us live our 
creative freedom, i. e. this prosopopeia as the ultimate truth of 
our life. Every film gives us the power of living it without to live 
it really. It opens thus the door to the body’s prosopopeias of the 
music and dance.

Both of them are rejoicing us in the freedom of living our bodies 
without to live them really. Music and dance are truly incorpo-
rating the joy that motivates, accompanies and crowns the happi-
ness that mental life makes us feel as a rebirth of the dialogue of 
thought with itself. Because this dialogue of the psychê operates 
from the anticipation of listening to itself, the music anticipates, 
objectifies, and confirms for itself the relevance of the favour-
able character of the response that it authentically embodies 
from our being, from this being that we are as an incorporated 
dialogic prosopopoeia. It is singing all the joys of our life by end-
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lessly linking our chords with the mottos and melodies that illus-
trate them. Such and such a sequence retains its own validation 
of prosopopeia when it succeeds in giving us the same joy in its 
different variations while referring to all the different elements of 
the consciousness of mental life and social life that they are able 
to assemble. The dialogue that music constitutes, experiments 
without any constraint, with the help of our voice or without if, 
the harmony between the different mental experiences of our 
thinking that it mimics.

For an anthropobiological aesthetics, the so-called spiritual con-
tent that Hegel once conceded to attribute to it, was composed, on 
the one hand, by its base: by the harmony of the sounds emitted 
and the same sounds heard, and on the other hand, by the har-
monized links that they suggest with the different experiences, 
mental or physical, with which these sounds are already linked, 
i. e. with the real experiences that the composer, the interpreter 
and their listeners have made or desire to make. This means that 
it is our own world as a whole that we make speak in our musi-
cal prosopopoeia. It simply needs to continue to transmit the 
harmonic sequences that envelop their listeners in a perpetual 
delight, as persistent as their mental and social life, to let them 
harmonize with the best sounds that they could hear and finally, 
with themselves as listeners of themselves. They are not only 
compensations for our social and historical failures to be free as 
Odo Marquard stigmatizes it, music is curing us from our autistic 
will to control our life by letting know to our ear, what constitutes 
it as well as us: the listening of the world, of the others and finally 
of ourselves. It lets us rejoice in theses sounds by letting us know 
that we are the sounds that we are making ourselves hear. It works 
as a cognitive therapy when we enjoy only our rejoicing in it.

 The expectations of joy always have to be obtained there as if 
they could choose the future modes of rejoicing from which they 
are in expectation and as if they could subsequently choose this 
rejoicing which once obtained, would motivate them again to 
expect new ones. But the musical prosopopoeia frees itself from 
this time to which it chains, by itself embodying purely and sim-
ply the rebirth of time, which is inherent to it, both in its successes 

and in its failures. The music thus judges the rejoicing proper to 
any other experience which judges itself appropriate to the joy 
which emanates from this one: it therefore appears as the expe-
rience which makes us rejoice in all other experiences of our life 
and this, from their very point of view. The joy that nourishes 
the perpetual rebirth of time in music gives mental life the same 
goal that is sought to be obtained through dialogue, even though 
music emancipated itself from human voice and from the guid-
ance of the human life by the word, i. e. it inherits from the real 
life only the joys which are obtained by the latter and lets us forget 
our sufferings by immerging us in them.

The same applies mutatis mutandis to dance. Dance prosopo-
poeia offers us to rejoice in a strictly incorporated prosopopoeia 
as if what happens there is that we recognize to invent human 
life as a life that has to invent itself by following the bodily move-
ments that dance is actually presenting us. Although it mimics 
our failures as well as our joys, it shares this happiness by con-
trasting itself with the arduous nature of the work that mobilizes 
daily the members of our bodies. Dance thus lends the rejoicing 
of emancipation it produces in all our limbs to all our most ordi-
nary actions. It also presents as already realized and as real the 
motivation that aesthetics itself promotes: the happiness pro-
duced by the use of these inherently emancipated bodies, and 
which reflects itself as being the form of life capable of produc-
ing all forms of life that we need to rejoice in and make us rejoice 
in them. Dance is indeed anticipating that we are already able of 
abandoning the moral and political regulation of our life to adopt 
an aesthetic and ethical life which would itself be regulated only 
by the joys that this life provides us with. And it already indeed 
provides us with this enjoyment of the transformations of the 
hedonism of our sounds in the eudemonic world of our words and 
our thoughts. Even more: because it anticipates the realization of 
all our movements as places of autonomous enjoyment, dances 
are already able to delight us in the prosopopoeia of our bodies 
as if these ones could fulfil the desires that our spoken or thought 
sounds infuse into our life to enable us to produce our life itself.
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This “already there” of this happiness is shown by dance as 
already completed because it is inherent in our second nature of 
language and because it incorporates into it what has always been 
thought of as the origin of our desires, that is, our bodies. When 
they dance, the show presented by these bodies therefore tells us 
the truth of our life: because they incorporate the joy that already 
moves them by means of sound emissions, they persuade us of 
the truth of the happiness that they represent as if this happiness 
was telling their own truth17. A beautiful choreography therefore 
seems to embody for us the irresistible truth of the only alterna-
tive that is able of making us forget all civilizational obsessions 
and constraints by presenting itself to us as obeying the only law 
regulating our collective and private harmony, i. e. the law of truth 
that already constitutes us as beings of action, as beings able to 
translate into enjoyable movements our judgments of truth about 
what has to be done in order to live and to enjoy us in this life.

The art that projects our own way of inhabiting our bodies into 
reality is architecture. Isn’t the art that transforms the world itself 
into a body capable of welcoming us into it? This is indeed the 
reason that made it the first art that can be thought of as a pro-
logue and a model for philosophy itself. The mundane body that it 
builds, envelops us because it is visible from the outside as well as 
from the inside and makes us enjoy its enveloping prosopopoeia. 
It delights us by nurturing the harmonious and serene intimacy it 
is offering us with himself by providing us with the same intimacy 
that we have with our own body. It indeed gives us the possibility 
of enjoying ourselves inside its body as if it were responding to 
all the expectations that our five senses inspire in us and as if it 
would be able to respond in advance to all the necessary actions 
of our bodies to protect and guarantee our life. Because these 
bodily movements are coordinated by our audio-phonic dynam-

17  Aesthetics of the body is thus a very attractive field of experience and 
philosophy, but to be deciphered, it needs a deep knowledge of all he arts 
that are exploiting it. The most fruitful research in this field is undeniably 
the lifework of Richard Shusterman. See Shusterman, R. Thinking through 
the body: Essays in somaesthetics. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2012.

ics responsible for finding us a response capable of satisfying us, 
the architecture has offered itself to philosophers as an anticipa-
tion of that embodied wisdom that philosophy claims to be capa-
ble of helping us to love, i. e. to find our private and collective 
achievement in it and to rejoice us in this achievement.

4. Philosophy as an aesthetics of happiness

Artistic dialogues are able of translating themselves into a cre-
ative listening to a musical work or into the dancing unleashing 
of bodies only because they can claim to present to everyone a 
form of life in which he (or she) can recognize. Everyone must be 
able to give himself (or herself ) once and for all the awareness 
of his (or her) ability to rejoice in it as he (or she) already rejoices 
in the perpetual rebirth of time within himself (or herself ). Artis-
tic hybris affirms itself tautegorically by anticipating the reality 
of happiness that the arts aim to offer us when we consent to lis-
ten to them as if this happiness allowed everyone who receives 
it to rejoice in this immortal dialogue of artist with his (or her) 
addressees that asserts itself. This hybris intends to give its audi-
ence the opportunity to recognize itself once and for all in it: if 
it has success and if it is heard, it says effectively the truth about 
what the artist and his (or her) addressees are, as human beings: 
the philosophical tautegories of themselves. Because this hybris, 
however, is rooted in the real dialogue that the artists and their 
addressees conduct with themselves, with others and with the 
world itself, this dialogue thus affirms itself as tautegorical as 
the polytheistic dialogue when this one allowed to identify the 
human desires and regulated them through their personifica-
tion by the gods. The arts intend to effectively present to us the 
truth that each dialogue aims to present to us as a happiness that 
accompanies any oral mime or thought of our mother’s voice, but 
this self-affirmation is not abstract. It indeed makes us rejoice in 
the experience of listening to what we usually call our “feeling” 
and thus let us falsely reduce it to a self-perception of its effects 
as if it were only affecting us and could be reduced into a reflexive 
reflex of our taste for beauty.
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Each artwork can only be felt as happiness and recognized as true 
if his (or her) addressees believe it to be true through the dialogue 
they develop with this work of art. Because each thought makes 
us rejoice in its anticipation of its truth in order simply to be able 
to be thought and to happen and because it thus integrates in 
itself the way in which our words incessantly bring the world to 
life as an original prosopopoeia, the thought animates the artistic 
dialogue as a vital phenomenon that projects in the pure dialogue 
of sounds, shapes and colours the anticipated gratifications that 
art needs to create to make the human being exist in front of him-
self. But this anticipation of happiness which is expected from the 
dialogue of sounds and thoughts with the world, with others and 
with oneself already produces in each art this cognitive hybris like 
a prosopopoeia, i. e. it has produced it like a rejoicing affirmation 
of an already fulfilled desire.

But this does not suffice to transform this figuration of the happi-
ness that it objectifies into a happiness of life. Because its creative 
force depends upon the objective judgment of the broken world 
that is calling it to existence, it needs too to emerge a philosophi-
cal judgment that is able to identify this figuration as an objective 
and enjoyable form of life. Philosophy as an aesthetics of happi-
ness is only the fruit of our daily use of our judgment of truth, of 
this judgment that we are obliged to think and assume when we 
face situations that put into hiatus each of our knowledge, each 
of our perceptions, each of our desires and each of our actions. 
Which means “every time”. It is up to everyone to become aware 
of the advantages that its nature as a being of language gives him 
(or her) and to invent their life as an experience of judging what 
one is and what one has to be. It is up to everyone to recognize 
that he (or she) is already as happy today as he (or she) wishes 
to be now because everyone has always already been this happy 
dialogue with others, with themselves and with the world that we 
wish to be once we know that we only have to be this dialogue that 
is our human life. This one is philosophical if it succeeds in judg-
ing and sharing the objectivity of happiness which is inherent in 
the hypothesis of human life which is presented to us as dialogue 
or as artwork. Which also means that works of art must them-

selves be understood and judged by means of these philosophical 
judgments in order to be able to speak to us, that is, to be heard. 
They are able to make us recognize the objectivity of the cultural 
happiness’s that they figure because their cognitive validation 
is already creative in them and assures actually them that they 
really represent our own humanity as it is actually common to us.

This dialogue between philosophy and art effectively conditions 
the possibility for philosophy to become an aesthetics of hap-
piness, i. e. to let consume in the life itself what human beings 
desire and obtain to be, but it also conditions the completion of 
the arts as presenting the inventions that help this philosophical 
aesthetics to be as rewarding as it wishes to be. Figured as a hymn 
of praise or shared philosophically, the experience of happiness 
seems for all of us as necessary to human life as the life itself.
Oswaldo de Andrade dared even to write it in his aphorism: “Joy 
is the proof by nine”18 of what human life is.

18  De Andrade, O, “A alegria é a prova dos nove” in Manifesto antropofago 
in Revista de Antropofagia, op. cit.. Hermann Hesse concluded his so long 
poetical itinerary with the same philosophical truth in The Glass Bead 
Game, Vintage Classics, 2000 (See Béatrice Poulain, Herman Hesse, lec-
teur critique de Friedrich Nietzsche. L’actualité de l’allégresse. Paris: L’Har-
mattan, 2019).
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Miodrag Šuvaković publishes under the name Miško Šuvaković. 
He received his PhD from the Faculty of Fine Arts at the Univer-
sity of Art in Belgrade in 1993. He has been a professor of applied 
aesthetics (Faculty of Music in Belgrade, 1996-2015). Šuvaković 
is a professor of applied aesthetics & theory of art and media 
(Faculty for Media and Communications, Belgrade). He is also a 
member of the Slovenian Society of Aesthetics and of the Soci-
ety for Aesthetics of Architecture and Visual Arts from Serbia. 
He presided over the International Association for Aesthetics 
(IAA) until 2022 and has published or edited 50 books in Serbian, 



Slovenian, Croatian, and English. His most important books are 
“Impossible Histories – Historical Avant-gardes, Neo-avant-gar-
des, and “Post-avant-gardes in Yugoslavia, 1918-1991” (co-edi-
tor with Dubravka Đurić, Cambridge MA: The MIT Press, 2003, 
2006) and “Neo-Aesthetic Theory Complexity and Complicity 
Must Be Defended” (Hollitzer, Vienna, 2017).

Molefi Kete Asante

​​molefi.asante@temple.edu

Molefi Kete Asante is a Professor in the Department of Africol-
ogy at Temple University in Philadelphia. He is the President of 
the Molefi Kete Asante Institute for Afrocentric Studies and Pro-
fessor Extraordinarius at the University of South Africa. He is the 
Founding Editor of the Journal of Black Studies and the first direc-
tor of UCLA’s Center for Afro-American Studies. Asante has pub-
lished more than 500 articles and is considered one of the most 
quoted living African authors as well as one of the most distin-
guished thinkers in the African world. He has been recognized as 
one of the 10 most widely cited African scholars. Asante has been 
recognized as one of the most influential leaders in education. He 
has been named a HistoryMaker with an interview in the Library 
of Congress. In 2019 the National Communication Association 
named him an NCA Distinguished Scholar, its highest honor, 
saying that his writings were “spectacular and profound”. He 
received his Ph.D. from the University of California, Los Angeles, 
at the age of 26 and was appointed a full professor at the age of 
30 at the State University of New York at Buffalo. At Temple Uni-
versity, he created the first Ph.D. Program in African American 
Studies in 1988. In 2021 he initiated and conceptualized Temple’s 
Center for Antiracism Research. He has directed more than 140 
Ph.D. dissertations, making him the top producer of doctorates 
among African American scholars. He is the founder of the the-
ory of Afrocentricity, The Cheikh Anta Diop Conference, and the 
think-tank, The Molefi Kete Asante Institute for Afrocentric Stud-
ies in Philadelphia. Asante wrote the mandatory African Ameri-
can History course for the Philadelphia School District.

Rízzia Rocha

rizziasoares@gmail.com

Rizzia Rocha is a collaborating professor at the School of Fine Arts 
at the Federal University of Minas Gerais, where she is develop-
ing postdoctoral research (PNPD/CAPES) on art criticism in con-
temporary art production. She has published works on art theory, 
aesthetics, and art criticism from decolonial perspectives, pri-
marily examining the limits of Eurocentric concepts in relation to 
non-European cultures. Furthermore, she served as the executive 
producer on the organizing committee of the 22nd International 
Congress of Aesthetics.

Rodrigo Duarte

Rodrigo Duarte earned his PhD at the University of Kassel (Ger-
many) in 1990 and became a professor of the Philosophy Depart-
ment at the Federal University of Minas Gerais (Belo Horizonte, 
Brazil) the same year. He was a visiting scholar at the University 
of California in Berkeley (USA) in 1997, a visiting professor at the 
Bauhaus Universität Weimar (Germany) in 2000, and a visiting 
professor at the Hochschule Mannheim (Germany) in 2011. He is 
the current IAA (International Aesthetics Association) president 
and presided over the Brazilian Association of Aesthetics (ABRE) 
from May 2006 to October 2014. In addition to numerous articles 
and chapters of collective works, in Brazil and abroad, his book 
publications include (amongst others): Teoria crítica da indústria 
cultural (Ed. UFMG, 2003), Dizer o que não se deixa dizer. Para 
uma filosofia da expressão (Ed. Argos, 2008), Deplatzierungen. 
Aufsätze zur Ästhetik und kritischen Theorie (Max Stein Ver-
lag, 2009, second edition: Springer Verlag, 2017), Pós-história 
de Vilém Flusser. Gênese-anatomia-desdobramentos (Editora 
Annablume, 2012) and Varia Aesthetica. Ensaios sobre arte & 
sociedade (Relicário Edições, 2014).



201preface

edited by
Fernanda Proença
Juliana Pereira
Rízzia Rocha
Rodrigo Duarte

graphic design 
Clarice Lacerda

proofreading
Rodrigo Duarte
Fernanda Proença

publication financed by
National Council of Scientific and
Technological Development (CNPq)



202 preface


	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_heading=h.gjdgxs

