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Ø Our last two classes investigated the purpose and                                  
functions of art in human societies. 

 

  Yuriko Saito argues that philosophers have overemphasized 
  the function of art,  

»  at the expense of a broader investigation into the role of 
aesthetics in our everyday lives. 

 

She notes that people readily believe art is “serious and socially important”: 
-  it “challenges us, changes our worldview,  
-  mobilizes us toward a certain action,  
-  nurtures valuable sensibilities like sympathy, generosity, and respect,  
-  and, last but not least, helps move a society in a certain direction. 

 

In contrast, everyday aesthetics is thought to concern                                 
“rather trivial, insignificant, and innocuous matters,                                    
not worthy of philosophical investigation”: 
 

–  e.g. the absence of stains & wrinkles on our clothing, 
–  our personal style, fragrance, and appearance 
–  the attractiveness of possessions like cell phones, cars, and computers.  
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Ø  In the chapter we read from Everyday Aesthetics,  
–  she explains that we need to pay attention to the way that aesthetic 

features of ordinary non-art objects impact our values & behavior. 
•  She illustrates this by discussing the impact of our aesthetic preferences   

on the condition of the environment. 

Her discussion can be seen as a challenge to Carroll’s claim that art is 
uniquely capable of bonding us together under common feelings and values. 
 

 

–  Perhaps it’s not art per se that has that effect on us: 

» Maybe it’s “the power of the aesthetic”, transcending   
the boundaries between art, nature, and popular culture. 

•  Last class it was noted that practices like sports games     
also cultivate common feeling & social bonds – even 
though they arguably don’t involve anything artistic. 

•  They do involve aesthetics, though:  
•  e.g., choices of team colors, logos, chants,      

attire, etc. through which fans express & cultivate 
common values. 3	  



Saito insists that: 
–  “…while perhaps lacking in the    

capacity to facilitate an existentially 
profound insight or experience,  

–  and despite the absence of established 
discourses providing the context for     
our experience,  

–  our everyday aesthetic choices are 
neither uncomplicated nor insignificant. 

…everyday aesthetic tastes and attitudes   
often do lead to consequences which go 
beyond simply being preoccupied with and 
fussing with the surface,  
 

•  …they affect not only our daily life but also 
the state of the society and the world.” 
–  E.g., trashing perfectly edible but imperfect-

looking fruits & vegetables creates food waste 
and needlessly perpetuates global hunger. 
•  video, start 7:40: bit.ly/1FQVvjH  4	  



“The power of the aesthetic to influence, and sometimes determine,           
our attitudes and actions has actually been recognized and utilized 
throughout history and among different cultural traditions. 
 

–  In the non-Western tradition, …Confucius…recognized              
the way in which both human beings and the society at large    
are molded by the proper observance of rites and rituals,  
»  which consist not only of appropriate behavior but also             

of music, attire, recitation, and the like.  

•  …Contemporary scholarship on the modern       
Japanese intellectual history explores the 
connection between Japanese imperialism             
and the formation of national aesthetic,                 
leading up to World War II.  

•  This nationalistic aesthetic celebrated not only 
traditional Japanese arts but also its landscape,  

•  including the beauty of cherry blossoms that 
became a surprisingly potent symbol for 
war‑time nationalism.”  
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“In today's style‐conscious consumer society,                              
aesthetic considerations often influence our purchasing decisions. 
 

•  “Aesthetics now play a greater part in portraying the perceived 
status of a particular product as functional differences between 
models are reduced. . . The visual aspects of design have come     
to predominate as a means of attracting the consumer.”  
–  Hence, “style” becomes the crucial factor determining       

the commercial success of a product.  

The concern for “style” extends not only to the goods themselves          
but also the way in which goods are marketed,  

–  ranging from their advertisement to the environment in which they    
are placed, defined by specific lighting, display strategy, color scheme, 
overall ambience, and even the appearance of the salespeople. 

 
 

This preoccupation with appearance and style extends 
to the perception of political candidates,  
»  such as their hairdo, attire, and gesture,  
»  in addition to their qualifications, leadership ability, 

political platform, and party affiliation.” 
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“Those examples suggest that                                                                           
the ways in which aesthetics serves political, social, or commercial purposes 
have been more or less recognized and sometimes utilized.  
 

Ø  In contrast, we are less familiar with                                                                         
the power of the aesthetic to affect and sometimes                                        
determine the state of the world and the quality of life                                               
in ways that do not result from a specific program                                                     
by the government, society, or commercial enterprise.  

One rarely-acknowledged way in which aesthetics                                   
impacts our world is through its environmental implications. 
 

•  “…our commonly held everyday aesthetic tastes and judgments regarding               
(1) natural creatures, (2) landscape, and (3) built environment and artifacts             
have often worked against, rather than in support of, environmental values.  

–  This does not result from any consciously formulated agenda,                    
unlike in the case of political or commercial utilization of the 
aesthetic…. 

•  It is rather derived from the lack of awareness on our part as to the 
environmental consequences of our everyday aesthetic tastes & judgments. 
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In philosophical discussions of ‘environmental ethics’, 
 

•  “reference to aesthetics is typically made with respect to                                      
the aesthetic value of nature as pristine and wild,  

•  which is then cited as one of the reasons for its protection. 

–  This focus on wilderness aesthetics tends to cast any human intervention and 
creation in a negative light, as “abuse” of nature… 
•  It also confines our environmentally relevant aesthetic life to a special 

experience with nature,” wholly apart from civilization. 

–  This dominance of wilderness aesthetics in environmental discourse 
consequently eclipses the equally, or even more, crucial significance 
of our aesthetic reactions to our backyard  

–  as well as to everyday objects & activities, which generally do not 
provide memorable experiences or occasions for reflection.  

•  We thus tend to overlook their unexpectedly   
significant role in affecting, & sometimes determining, 
our ecological awareness, attitude, & ultimately actions,  

•  thus literally transforming the world.  

•  They appear trivial, innocent, and insignificant,                            
when in fact they are not.” 8	  



Let me begin with popular aesthetic taste regarding 
natural creatures.  
 

•  …most people are attracted to creatures which are 
cute, cuddly, awesome, colorful, or graceful,  
–  but not to those that are slimy, nondescript,   

grotesque, or pesky. 

…One cross‐cultural study indicates that people's 
response to various creatures is based upon their 
“aesthetic appeal,  

–  greatly influenced by such considerations as color, 
shape, movement, and visibility.” 

•  This accounts for the general liking for large 
mammals and birds which are considered 
“aesthetically appealing,”  
–  but not for invertebrates and reptiles which are 

regarded as “aesthetically unattractive.” 
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Nature magazines invariably display aesthetically-pleasing creatures             
more prominently than other creatures who perhaps deserve more attention 
(because of their ecological value or endangerment). 
•  “Popular culture also plays a role in formulating these aesthetic tastes, 

–  …such as many people's attraction to deer as gentle creatures fostered  
by the Disney classic, Bambi.” 

Furthermore, even among cute and cuddly creatures, 
•  …we are attracted to “heartwarming pictures of koala, kangaroos,             

and polar bears teaching their children the wisdom of the wild,  
•  roughhousing during leisure moments, rubbing snouts like Eskimos, or 

fraternizing peacefully with other denizens of the forest primeval,  
Ø images free of the grotesque business of                           

scavenging for decomposed carrion, disemboweling prey, or 
mauling the blind, newborn pups of other species. 
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“These popular aesthetic discriminations may appear to be                          
of no great consequence:  
•  so what if we find sharks & rhinos more appealing than cod & ants?  
•  Actually a great deal is at stake. 

»  If we are aesthetically attracted to certain creatures, we tend                        
to care about their fate and are inclined to protect them,  

»  while we tend to remain indifferent toward those creatures                         
we do not find aesthetically appealing. 

“Stephen Jay Gould puts it best when he complains of how 
 

•  ‘environmentalists continually face the political reality  
that support and funding can be won for soft, cuddly,    
and ‘attractive’ animals,  

•  but not for slimy, grubby, and ugly creatures                     
(of potentially greater evolutionary interest and practical 
significance) or for habitats.’ 

•  …We are thus familiar with the call for ‘save the 
whale’ or ‘save the dolphin,’ but not ‘save the cod.’” 

11	  



These aesthetic preferences affect not only the 
individuals' attitudes and resulting actions                
(such as supporting a certain environmental cause)  
•  but also the content of laws,                           

according to some findings.  

For example, one study concludes that “aesthetic 
enjoyment in part accounts for our sense that public 
discussions of species preservation most often cite   
large mammals—not rodents, insects, or lichen.  
 

–  This is sometimes reflected in law,                              
as in the Marine Mammal Protection Act,  

–  which gives mammals such as whales, dolphins,     
and seals greater protection than fish,                       
some of which are equally endangered.”  

Ø  Qualifying for an endangered species                   
also seems to be, at least partly, affected by the 
aesthetic considerations. 
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  “Similar problems exist with respect to landscape. 
» …the general public tends to be more attracted to                           

the unfamiliar and the spectacular, 
•  typified by the crown jewels of our national parks,          

such as Yellowstone and Yosemite,  
•  with their dramatic elevation, waterfalls,  unusual 

geological formation, and thermal phenomena. 

•  We tend to admire those landscapes which can be made into a nice picture…,  
•  but remain indifferent to other parts of nature which do not lend themselves     

to a nice pictorial composition due to a lack of sufficient complexity, variety, 
harmony, or eye‐catching features. 

–  Even the staunch advocate of the creation of national parks, Frederick   
Law Olmsted, recognized this popular taste with growing apprehension.  

»  He warned the Yosemite Park Commission that               
“most Americans considered the grant a mere               
‘wonder or curiosity,’,” 

»  without appreciating “the preserve's ‘tender’ esthetic 
resources, namely the ‘foliage of noble and lovely trees and 
bushes, tranquil meadows, playful streams,’ and the other 
varieties ‘of soft and peaceful pastoral beauty.’” 
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People tend “to be attracted by dramatic, 
sublime, or picturesque landscapes        
while showing no interest in other more 
“boring” parts of nature:  
•  “there are those who are willing to be                   

herded in droves through ‘scenic’ places,   
who find mountains grand if they be proper 
mountains with waterfalls, cliffs, and lakes.  

•  To such the Kansas plains are      
tedious.” (Aldo Leopold) 

Desert areas will also appear monotonous 
and unworthy of aesthetic experience,  
•  “because of that underaged brand of esthetics 

which limits the definition of ‘scenery’ to lakes 
and pine trees.” 

 

Indeed one empirical study on people's 
landscape preference confirms Leopold's 
description of people's taste;  
•  according to it, “prairie scenes were invariably 

rated aesthetically poor.” 14	  



“…scenic aesthetics “blinds us to the subtlety of the 
browns and grays of our everyday landscapes,  
–  which look positively sallow next to the flytraps & 

orchids that have become the botanical centerfolds  
of Sierra and Natural History.”  

–  As a result, we care about the fate of the scenic wonders    
of national parks and oppose any activities that would 
“disfigure” their appearance.  

•  We protest loudly against logging of redwoods or     
any constructions that might compromise the 
performance of the Old Faithful.  

•  On the other hand, other landscapes which are 
generally considered aesthetically unattractive,        
such as wetlands and prairie, have historically been 
vulnerable to abuse and destruction, because we    
don't care as much about what happens to them.  

–  The research that found people's low aesthetic 
rating of  prairie concludes by stating, “any use 
of prairie would be acceptable, because no one 
cares about viewing the prairie.” 15	  



“Another way in which a commonly held aesthetic value conflicts with 
ecological values regards the built environment and consumer goods.  
•  One prime illustration is the popular obsession with green,      

velvety-smooth, weed-free lawns.  
–  …the Georgia golf course that hosts the Masters tournament             

each spring . . . sets an unattainable standard, consisting of             
“wall-to-wall green fairways and blooming flowers wherever you look,” 
as well as ponds which are “dyed with aquatic colorant, turning them a 
deep turquoise.”  

•  Many homeowners in the United States 
try their best to emulate a similar look 
for their property by investing 
inordinate amounts of time, energy,   
and resources.  

•  The environmental cost of this toxin- 
and energy-intensive, resource-guzzling 
endeavor is by now well-documented,  

•  raising a growing concern among 
environmentalists as well as landscape 
designers.” 
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Our care of fabrics is also motivated by aesthetic considerations and is not 
without environmental ramifications.  
 

•  We want to keep the color of white fabric bright white,  
•  and the washing detergent manufacturers meet our demand                                   

by putting bleach and “optical brightener,” which is essentially                                    
a fluorescent dye, in their product.  

–  The environmentally conscientious people, on the other hand, have resigned 
themselves to “the reduction in standards from the ‘whiter-than-white’ effect 
we have come to expect from conventional washing powders to the noticeably 
less-than-white we get from bleach-free, environmentally friendly ones.” 

The unfortunate outcome of the popular penchant for vivid colors,        
smooth texture, and slick appearance in consumer goods is that  
•  it discourages designers and manufacturers from producing green objects made 

with sustainable resources and environmentally benign manufacturing processes,  
–  which promote, rather than jeopardize, the health of the environment and 

ultimately of ourselves. 

…part of the reason for this anti‐environmental ideology [among product 
designers] is the green products’ perceived lack of aesthetic appeal,                                            
a significant factor for commercial success.” 17	  



“The bad news of the last section fortunately also seems to suggest the 
possibility of some good news.  
 

Ø  That is, if the power of the aesthetic has had environmentally negative 
consequences, isn't it possible to redirect the power toward a more 
positive end? 

–  A skeptic may respond that we cannot do anything about our aesthetic taste 
and preference because nobody can impose that on us.  

–  What could be imposed upon us, however, is ecological literacy. 
•  We should be willing to be made aware of the ecological implications of 

our actions through scientific, but not aesthetic, persuasion.  
•  We can come to appreciate the ecological value of swamps and snail 

darter, although a swamp is still an ugly muck and a snail darter a 
nondescript fish.  

•  By the same token, we can learn the ecological price of maintaining a 
green lawn and bleaching white shirts, but the aesthetic attraction to them 
remains the same.  
–  This strategy is similar to appreciating the nutritional value of bran    

or the medicinal value of cod liver oil without liking their taste,  
–  or recognizing the harm of high-calorie, high-fat food while loving its 

(sinful) taste.” 18	  



“In response to this skepticism [about changing people’s aesthetic tastes], 
•  I shall first argue why it is not sufficient to develop ecological literacy alone. 
•  Then I shall also illustrate how it is possible to change popular aesthetic tastes       

for serving a certain social agenda. 

Nobody would deny the importance of increasing our ecological literacy so that           
we become more aware of the ramifications of our actions. …  
•  However, such knowledge by itself may not be sufficient to effect changes                 

in our attitudes and actions.  
–  Our aesthetic reactions can play a rather important role in this regard. 

 

…it is theoretically possible to develop an ecologically sensitive & responsible attitude 
toward land without cultivating our aesthetic attraction & affectionate attachment to it. 
 

•  After all, we can and do develop a respect for an abstract concept or entity,  such as 
freedom, peace, and a nation, by appealing exclusively to our rational faculty… 

Ø However, even with regard to these entities,  
Ø it is noteworthy that they are often represented by concrete symbols,  

»  such as a dove with an olive branch, bald eagle, a flag,                                   
a national anthem, or the Statue of Liberty.” 

»  …each of which have aesthetic appeal. 
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“These symbols are powerful;  
 

•  they make it easy for us to cultivate a respectful, affectionate           
attitude, inclining us toward certain decisions and actions.  
–  …most of us will be much more predisposed to act                  

responsibly and respectfully regarding nature or an artifact                      
if we find them  to be aesthetically positive.  

–  Without such an aesthetic attraction and emotional attachment,       
cultivating a respectful attitude toward the land would be, if not  
theoretically impossible, a hard-sell psychologically and pragmatically. 
•  E.g., “if people find a landscape attractive and aesthetically 

appealing, they tend to cherish, maintain, care for, and               
protect it, rendering it ‘culturally sustainable.’” 

As David Orr puts it,  
•  “we are moved to act more often, more consistently, and more 

profoundly by the experience of beauty in all of its forms than by 
intellectual arguments, abstract appeals to duty or even by fear.”  

Ø  “That is, ‘we must be inspired to act by examples that we can 
see, touch, and experience,’ toward which we develop            
‘emotional attachment’ and ‘deep affection.’” 20	  



Saito suggests that we can come to aesthetically appreciate things by 
cultivating meaningful personal, cultural, & societal relationships with them. 
 

•  “Consider, for example, a well-known anecdote related by William James…where 
conceptual considerations render initially negative aesthetic response positive. 

–  He describes how “coves” in North Carolina, a recently cleared field             
left with charred tree stumps and irregularly planted corn,  
•  which to him was “unmitigated squalor” and                                              

“a mere ugly picture on the retina,” 
–  turned out to be a landscape redolent with pride and dignity to the residents,  

•  because it symbolized “a very paean of duty, struggle, and success,”    
based on their honest sweat and labor.  

•  I believe that a similar observation can be made 
concerning the way in which urban dwellers 
take pride & find aesthetic appeal in what 
otherwise may appear as a crude-looking, 
amateurish community garden.” 
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Overview of Saito’s arguments: 
 

•  As much as we are concerned with what values art teaches us, 
•  and which emotions are cultivated by our experience of art, 

–  we should also be concerned about how our everyday             
aesthetic choices influence us and the world around us. 

 
»  And when it turns out that our aesthetic values 

have a negative impact upon our world, 
•  We should employ conceptual resources      

to try to change our tastes, 

•  e.g., by associating unaesthetic objects 
with ideas we value for non-aesthetic 
reasons. 

 

Ø The sort of effort we invest into censorship, 
protecting art institutions, etc. should be  
matched with attention to the social impact of 
aesthetic considerations outside of the artworld. 
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