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scene from Quentin Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction (1994) 



Noël Carroll observes that for much of the 20th century, 
criticizing artworks on moral grounds was out of the question. 
 

•  “I still recall being admonished as an undergraduate                     
not to allow my attention to wander ‘outside the text’ –             
where such things as moral questions lurked…” (223) 

Ø  In “Moderate Moralism”, he defends moral evaluation of (some) artworks, 
against two versions of autonomism. 

–  During “the heyday of minimalism”, “…the appropriate focus of one’s attention 
was what was imprecisely called formal problems rather than,                              
say, moral or political ones.” 

Formalist theories of art (= what makes something an artwork           
is its formal attributes) were accompanied by an imperative                   
to evaluate artworks on formal attributes alone. 

»  “In those days, it remained a common article of faith that the 
artistic realm is autonomous, somehow hermetically sealed off  
from the rest of our social practices and concerns.  

»  To talk about art from a moral point of view belied                          
a failure of taste or intelligence, or, more likely, both.” (223) 

Mondrian, Piet. (1921) 
Composition with Red, 
Yellow, Blue, and Black. 



Carroll believes that today’s moral critics of artworks are           
waging “rebellions against the belief in the autonomy of art. 
 

•  …these developments…provide a generally healthy corrective               
to formalism & its corresponding doctrine of artistic autonomy. 

•  ….the recent resurgence of moralistic art and criticism should    
remind us, as Plato, Aristotle and even Hume already knew,  

•  that there are intimate relations between at least some art                
and morality that call for philosophical comment.” 

“…[but] although a great deal of contemporary criticism                      
presupposes that art can be discussed and even evaluated morally,  
 

Ø  little effort has been devoted to working out the                 
philosophical foundations of moral criticism beyond loudly &  
insistently protesting that…formalism & artistic autonomy are    
obviously wrongheaded, repressive & undoubtedly pernicious.  

–  But this stance, it seems to me, simply ignores the powerful 
intuitions that underlie the claims in favor of artistic autonomy.  

Ø Thus, in this paper, I will review two forms of autonomism… 
Ø in order to argue dialectically for an alternative position 

which I call ‘moderate moralism.’” (224) 



Radical Autonomism = the view that                                                              
art is a strictly autonomous realm of practice, 
 

•  …distinct from other social realms which                                              
pursue cognitive, political or moral value.  

On this account,  
•  because art is distinct from other realms of social value,  
Ø  it is inappropriate or even incoherent to assess artworks                                           

in terms of their consequences for cognition, morality & politics.  
 

 

»  …the autonomist maintains that art is intrinsically valuable,  

•  and that it is not & should not be subservient to ulterior       
or external purposes, such as promoting moral education. 

•  In this, autonomism appeals to the intuition that…      
[we] value artworks for their own sake,… 
•  —i.e. for the way in which they engage us,          

apart from questions of instrumental value. 

•  …it is the artwork's design rather than its content      
that holds our attention.” (225) 

Pollock, Jackson. (1943) Untitled. 

Delaunay, Sonia. (1916)  
Flamenco Dancer. 



Carroll explains that autonomism appeals to those who expect that  
•  “everything we call art will share a uniquely common characteristic               

[or essence] which pertains distinctly to all & only art.”  

–  This leads them to argue that “[art] is a unique form of activity               
with its own purposes & standards of evaluation, generally calibrated       
in terms of formal achievement. 

•  …those standards do not involve moral considerations 
–  …[because] moral assessment cannot be an appropriate measure 

of artistic value, since not all artworks possess a moral dimension.  

Ø I call this the common denominator argument.  
•  It presupposes that any evaluative measure that can be    

brought to bear on art should be applicable to all art.  

•  But since certain works of art —including some            
string quartets and some abstract visual designs         
—may be altogether bereft of moral significance,  

•  it makes no sense, so the argument goes,                    
to raise issues of morality when assessing artworks.  

»  Moral evaluation is never appropriate to artworks, in short, 
because it is not universally applicable.” (225) 

Mitchell, Joan.  
(1969) Untitled. 



“Likewise, that we are willing             
to call some artworks good           
despite their moral limitations 
 

•  —despite the fact that their moral 
insights may be paltry or even flawed— 

…fits nicely with the            
autonomist contention that                
art has nothing to do with morality, 
 

•   as does the fact that with certain    
works of art, questions of morality   
make no sense whatsoever. 

The autonomist accounts for these    
putative facts by saying that  
 

Ø  art is valuable for its own sake and      
that it has its own unique grounds       
for assessment;  

Ø  art has its own purposes, and, therefore,            
its own criteria of evaluation.” (225) 

Giambologona. (1583)  
Rape of the Sabine Women. 



Carroll explains his first objection to radical autonomism: 
 

•  “Autonomism rides on the unexceptionable observation that                   
art appears to aim, first and foremost, at being absorbing.  

–  …if the artwork essentially aims at our absorption in it,                
then it is valuable for its own sake. 
•  The thought that art is valuable for its own sake, in turn,               

is believed to imply that it is not valuable for other reasons,  
–  especially cognitive, moral and political ones.  

 

Ø However, this conclusion is a non sequitur.  

•  (i.e., it doesn’t follow logically from the premises) 

»  For…some art may be absorbing exactly              
because of the way in which it engages,              
among other things, the moral life of its audiences.  

Ø (Feagin argued that this applies to tragedies) 

•  …just because we value art for the way in which  
it commands our undivided attention,  

•  this does not preclude that some art        
commands our attention in this way just because   
it is interesting & engaging….morally.” (226) 



“The autonomist is certainly correct to point out that  
•  it is inappropriate to invoke moral considerations in evaluating all art.  
•  Some art, at least, is altogether remote from moral considerations. 

Nevertheless, [this] fact that it may be a mistake                                            
to mobilize moral discourse with reference to                                        
some pure orchestral music or some abstract painting 
 

•  has no implications about whether it is appropriate                                  
to [morally evaluate] King Lear or Potemkin,  

–  since those works of art are expressly                                    
designed to elicit moral reactions,  

–  and….audiences respond morally to them…. 

Ø  …with cases like these, it is not peculiar, tasteless or dumb                  
to talk about the artworks in question from a moral point of view, 

–  but normatively correct or appropriate,                                       
given the nature of the artworks” (226) 

Ø Carroll believes moral evaluation is                             
warranted for artworks with narratives. 



“It is my contention that there are many kinds of artworks —genres, if you will — 
that naturally elicit moral responses, that prompt talk about themselves in terms    
of moral considerations, and even warrant moral evaluation.  
 

•  The common-denominator argument cannot preclude this possibility logically,  
–  for even if there is some global standard of artistic value…,                    

there may be different local standards for different genres.  

»  This much is obvious: decibel level has a role to play                
in heavy metal music that is irrelevant to minuets.  

»  Moreover, with some genres, moral considerations are pertinent, 
even though there may be other genres where they would be 
tantamount to category errors. 

…the autonomist frequently relies on some conception of the nature of art                 
in order to back up the common-denominator argument.  
 

•  That is, art, given its putatively generic nature,                                             
supposedly yields generic canons of assessment.  

Ø  However, we can challenge this…with appeals to                                        
the natures of specific art forms or genres which, given what they are, 
warrant at least additional criteria of evaluation                                           
to supplement…the common denominator of aesthetic evaluation. 



“In order to substantiate this abstract claim, let us take a look at                           
the narrative arts (narrative literature, drama, film, painting & so on).  
 

•  It is of the nature of narrative to be incomplete.  
•  No author is absolutely explicit about the situations she depicts.  
•  Every narrative makes an indeterminate number of presuppositions              

and it is the task of readers, viewers and listeners to fill these in.  
•  Part of what it is to follow a story is to fill in                                                

the presuppositions that the narrator has left unsaid. 

–  But it is not only the presupposed, implied or suggested facts             
about the fictional world & human psychology that the               
audience must fill in in order for narratives to be intelligible.  

–  Understanding a narrative also requires mobilizing the                
emotions that are appropriate to the story and its characters… 

–  Moreover…many of the emotions that the audience brings                   
to bear, as a condition of narrative intelligibility, are moral –  

•  both in the sense that many emotions, like anger…,                 
possess ineliminable moral components,  

•  and in the sense that many of the emotions that are pertinent to 
narratives are frequently moral emotions, such as the indignation 
that pervades a reading of Uncle Tom's Cabin.” (227-8) 



“Without mobilizing the moral emotions of the audience,                          
narratives cannot succeed. They would appear unintelligible.  
 

•  ….activating moral judgments from audiences                                                  
is a standard feature of successful narrative artworks.  

–  …Part of what is involved, then, in the process                                              
of filling in a narrative is the activation of the moral powers                        
—the moral judgments and the moral emotions—of audiences.  

•  Moreover, it is vastly improbable that there could be any                     
substantial narrative of human affairs, especially a narrative artwork, that      
did not rely upon activating the moral powers of readers, viewers & listeners.  

–  Even modernist novels that appear to eschew 'morality'                   typically 
do so  in order to challenge bourgeois morality and                    to enlist the 
reader in sharing their ethical disdain for it. 

…if understanding a narrative artwork is, as I have argued,                                    
so inextricably bound up with moral understanding,  
 

Ø  then at least with narrative artworks,  
Ø  it will be natural for moral concerns to arise in the course of                  

our appreciation of narrative artworks & in our discussions of them.” (228) 



The radical autonomist undoubtedly has a case                                   
against what might be called the radical moralist… 
•  like Plato—who maintains that art should only                                                     

be discussed from a moral point of view.  

–  But radical moralism is not my position,  
•  since I freely admit that some works of art may have no moral dimension, 

due to the kind of works they are,  
•  and because I do not claim that moral considerations                           

trump all other considerations, such as formal ones.  

My position, moderate moralism,  
•  only contends that for certain genres, moral comment,                                      

along with formal comment, is natural and appropriate. 

–  Moreover, the moderate moralist also contends that                                   
moral evaluation may figure in our evaluations of some artworks.  
•  For inasmuch as narrative artworks engage our powers of                   

moral understanding, they can be assessed in terms of whether             
they deepen or pervert the moral understanding.  

»  That is, some artworks may be evaluated in virtue of the 
contribution they make to moral education. 



“Of course, there is a longstanding argument against the educative powers of artworks, 
Ø  …that what we typically are said to learn from artworks are nothing but truisms, 

which, in fact, everyone already knows...  

–  For example, no one learns that murder is bad from Crime and Punishment     
and, indeed, knowing that murder is bad may be a presupposition                     
that the reader must bring to Crime and Punishment in order to understand it.  

»  Artworks, in other words, trade in moral commonplaces,                  
and, therefore, do not really teach morality.  

»  They are not a source of moral education, but depend upon & 
presuppose already morally educated readers, viewers and listeners. 

…I agree that…[most[ narrative artworks do not teach audiences                               
new moral emotions or new moral tenets. They activate pre-existing ones.  
Ø  Nevertheless, it is a mistake to presume that this may not involve moral education. 

•  That is, it is an error to presuppose that moral education only occurs         
when new moral emotions or tenets are communicated. 

•  Moral education is not simply a matter of acquiring new moral precepts. 

Ø Moral education also involves coming to understand                                   
how to apply those precepts to situations.” 



“Those narratives that  
muddy moral understanding,  
•  as does Pulp Fiction,  
•  which suggests that 

homosexual rape is        
much worse than murder,  

….are morally defective. 

•  It is not a category error to 
find that Pulp Fiction,          
no matter how formally 
compelling, is also, in certain 
respects, morally defective.  

•  Pulp Fiction, because of      
the kind of artwork it is,     
engages the moral 
understanding and can        
be assessed in terms of the 
efficacy of that engagement.” 



“…confronted by arguments like the preceding one,  
Ø  the autonomist may reconceive his position,  

–  conceding that some art may by its very nature engage moral understanding   
and may be coherently discussed and even evaluated morally.  

•  Nevertheless, the autonomist is apt to qualify this concession 
immediately by arguing that with such works of art, we need to 
distinguish between various levels of address in the object. 

–  A given artwork may legitimately traffic in aesthetic, moral, 
cognitive and political value.  

»  But these various levels are independent or autonomous.  
»  An artwork may be aesthetically valuable & morally defective, 

or vice versa. But these different levels of value do not mix,    
so to speak.  

 

Let us call this view moderate autonomism because,  
 

•  though it allows that the moral discussion and evaluation of artworks,               
or at least some artworks, is coherent and appropriate,  

•  it remains committed to the view that the aesthetic dimension of the artwork    
is autonomous from other dimensions, such as the moral dimension.” 



According to moderate autonomists, 
•  “The moral dimension of an artwork, when it possesses one,                           

is strictly independent of the aesthetic dimension. 
 

–  This grants that artworks (at least some of them)                                          
may be evaluated morally as well as aesthetically,  
Ø but contends that the moral evaluation of the artwork                            

is never relevant to its aesthetic evaluation.  

–  …the moral strengths & weaknesses of an artwork,                              
vis-a-vis moral understanding, can never provide grounds         
for a comparable evaluation of the aesthetic worth of an artwork.  

»  That is, an artwork will never be                          
aesthetically better in virtue of its moral strengths,  

»  and will never be worse because of its moral defects. 

On a strict reading of moderate autonomism,  
 

Ø  one of its decisive claims is that defective moral understanding                
never counts against the aesthetic merit of a work.  

–  An artwork may invite an audience to entertain a defective                
moral perspective & this will not detract from its aesthetic value.” (231-2) 

Serrano, Andres.  
(1987) Piss Christ. 



Ø  “But this central claim of moderate autonomism is false.” 
 

Carroll reminds us of an argument by Aristotle: 
 

•  …for tragedy to take hold, the major character                                                     
must be of a certain moral sort, if we are to pity him.  

–  He cannot be evil, because then we will                                                      
regard his destruction as well deserved.  
•  The historical Hitler could not be a tragic character; his ignominious 

death would not prompt us to pity him. Indeed, we might applaud it.  

–  Likewise, …the tragic character cannot be flawless. For then when disaster 
befalls him we will be moved to outrage, not pity.  
•  Mother Theresa could not be a figure of tragedy, because she has no fatal 

flaw. The right kind of character, Aristotle hypothesizes, is morally mixed, 
elevated, but in other respects more like the average viewer. 

•  If certain characters are inserted into the tragic scenario,                                         
…tragedy will not secure the effects that are normatively correct for it.  

–  …This failure will be aesthetic in the straightforward sense                             
that it is a failure of tragedy qua tragedy.  

–  …[because] the author has invited the audience to share a defective moral 
perspective, asking us, e.g., to regard Hitler as an appropriate object of pity.” 



“A recent example of such a failure is Brett Easton Ellis' novel American Psycho. 
 

•  The author intended it as a satire of the rapacious eighties in the USA…  

–  However, the serial killings depicted in the novel are so graphically brutal that 
readers are not able morally to get past the gore in order to savor the parody.  

•  Certainly, Ellis made an aesthetic error.  
•  He misjudged the effect of the murders on the audience.  

–  He failed to anticipate that the readers would not be able to secure 
uptake of his themes in the face of the unprecedented violence. 

–  He invited the audience to view the murders as political satire        
and that was an invitation they could not morally abide. 

»  His moral understanding of the possible significance of murders, 
such as the ones he depicted, was flawed, and he was 
condemned for promoting it.  

»  But that defect was also an aesthetic defect, inasmuch as             
it compromised the novel on its own terms.  

–  American Psycho's failure to achieve uptake as satire                                                  
is attributable to Ellis' failure to grasp the moral inappropriateness                          
of regarding his serial killer as comic.” (232) 



“Securing the right moral response of the audience             
is as much apart of the design of a narrative artwork            
as structural components like plot complications.  
 

•  Failure to elicit the right moral response, then,               
is a failure in the design of the work, and,           
therefore, is an aesthetic failure.  

•  The design (the aesthetic structure) of                 
American Psycho is flawed on its own terms         
because it rests on a moral mistake,  
–  supposing, as it does, that the sustained,      

deadpan, clinically meticulous dismemberments      
it presents to the reader could be taken in a 
comically detached manner.  

•  A great many of the readers of American Psycho    
reacted to the flawed moral understanding…             
and rejected it aesthetically.  

•  Thus, this case, along with Aristotle's observations, 
indicate that sometimes a moral flaw in a work can 
count against the work aesthetically.  

Ø  Therefore, moderate autonomism seems false. 



“But, one might ask, what about cases where there is a defective moral perspective     
in a work, but the audience is not so aware of it —that is, a case where the average 
reader, viewer or listener buys into it.  
 

•  Imagine, for example, a propaganda film that treats enemy soldiers                         
as subhuman, worthy of any amount of indignity.  

•  Here, let us suppose, most of the audience embraces                                              
the flawed moral perspective that the film promotes.  

Ø  Does it make sense to call the work aesthetically defective                         
because it endorses a flawed moral perspective                                               
which is also readily adopted by the average viewer?  

•  I suspect that it may. Because as long as the moral understanding   
promoted by the film is defective, it remains a potential obstacle to the 
film's securing the response it seeks as a condition of its aesthetic success. 

–  Audiences during the heat of war may not detect its moral defect,       
but after the war such a defect will become more and more evident. 

–  Movies that thrilled people may come to disgust them morally.  

»  And even if they do not disgust the majority of viewers, the films 
are still flawed, [since] they remain likely to fail to engender      
the planned response in morally sensitive viewers.” (233) 



“Moderate autonomists overlook the degree to which                                
moral presuppositions play a structural role in the design of many artworks. 
 

–  Thus, an artist whose work depends upon a certain moral response               
from the audience, but who has proffered a work that                                  
defies moral understanding, makes a structural, or…aesthetic error.  

•  …Moreover, as Kendall Walton has pointed out,                                            
audiences are particularly inflexible about the moral presuppositions               
they bring to artworks [including fictions]. 

–  Whereas we are willing to grant that                                                              
the physical worlds of fiction may be otherwise… 

•  we are not willing to make similar concessions about morality— 

•  we are not willing to go with the notion, for example,                            
that in the world of some fiction, killing innocent people is good.“ 

»  (This is a phenomenon called imaginative resistance,                  
which we will cover in a few weeks.) 

Ø For some artworks, defective morals “…make it impossible                     
for readers, viewers & listeners to mobilize the audience responses          
to which the artists aspire…” (234) 



“In response to my claim that a moral defect                       
—such as representing Hitler as a tragic figure—          
counts as an aesthetic defect,  
 

•  the sophisticated moderate autonomist may respond   
that such defects might be categorized in two ways: 

–  as aesthetic defects (i.e. they present psychological 
problems with respect to audience uptake),  

–  or as moral problems (i.e. they project                    
an evil viewpoint). 

•  Furthermore, the moderate autonomist may contend   
that all I have really offered are cases of the first type.  

–  And this does not imply that a moral problem qua  
moral problem is an aesthetic defect in an artwork.  

•  Thus, the moderate autonomist adds,                  
it has not been shown that something is            
an aesthetic defect because it is evil;  

–  rather it is an error concerning                  
the audience’s psychology.                           
Call it a tactical error.” (234) 



“But I am not convinced by this argument.  
 

 

•  I agree that the aesthetic defect concerns     
the psychology of audience members;  
–  they are psychologically incapable of 

providing the requisite uptake.  

•  But I am not persuaded that this failure is 
unconnected from the evil involved.  
–  For the reason that uptake is 

psychologically impossible may be 
because what is represented is evil.  

–  That is, the reason the work is      
aesthetically defective…and the reason 
it is morally defective may be the same. 

•  Thus, insofar as the moderate autonomist 
may not be able to separate the aesthetic & 
moral defects of artworks across the board,  

Ø moderate autonomism               
again seems false.” (235) 



“The autonomist is correct to say that                                                                        
it is not the function of the narrative artwork                          
per se to provide moral education.  
 

•  Typically the aim of the narrative artwork                                                         
is to command our attention and interest.  

–  But very frequently the narrative artwork                                          
achieves its goal of riveting audience attention and                              
making us care about what happens next by means     
of enlisting our moral understanding and emotions… 

Narrative art does not necessarily                                      
serve ulterior purposes like moral education… 
 

•  Nevertheless, this does not preclude that there may 
be moral learning with respect to narrative artworks.  

–  …This need not be what the author has                        
in the forefront of his intention,  

–  but it happens quite frequently in narratives of     
human affairs where it is our moral interest in the work 
& our moral activity in response to the work that keeps 
us attentive to the object for its own sake.” (235-6) 



Carroll drives his argument home with a thought experiment: 
 

•  “…suppose that Jane Austen's [imaginary twin] sister wrote                                             
an alternative version of Emma that told the same story in the same          
elegant prose, but which did not address our moral understanding at all.  

 

–  All things being equal, I suspect that we would not find                                    
the alternative version of Emma as aesthetically compelling… 

–  And the reason would be that it is the moral dimension                                    
of the original Emma that, in large measure, absorbs us, thereby enabling      
Jane Austen to discharge her primary goal as artist qua narrative author. 

Ø But if this is right, then moderate autonomism is false yet again.  

»  ….Works that we commend because of the                                
rich moral experience they afford may sometimes,                       
for the same reason, be commended aesthetically.  

»  This is moderate moralism.  

•  It does not contend that artworks should always be 
evaluated morally, nor that every moral defect or merit 
in an artwork should figure in its aesthetic evaluation.  

•  That would amount to radical moralism,             
and I have no wish to defend such a view.” (236) 



“In conclusion,  
•  I have tried to show why with certain artworks,   

particularly narratives, we are naturally inclined               
to advert to morality when we think about & discuss them.  

–  I have attempted to defend this view by arguing that   
this disposition is connected to the nature of narrative.  

•  In this respect, I wish to urge that it is not a         
category error nor is it otherwise incoherent to talk 
about morality with reference to narrative artworks, 
given the kinds of things they are.  

–  Moreover, contra autonomism, since narrative artworks 
are designed to enlist moral judgment & understanding, 
assessing such works in light of the moral experiences 
they afford is appropriate.  

•  It is not a matter of going outside the work,             
but rather of focusing upon it.” (236-7) 

 

 

Ø For non-narrative artworks, though –          
moral evaluation is always inappropriate? 

Ø Where do we drawn the line between                         
narrative & non-narrative artworks? 

 


