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James C. Anderson & Jeffrey T. Dean                                                                                             
defend moderate autonomism                                                                           
against Carroll’s objections, as well as                                                         
against Beys Gaut’s ethicism. 
 

•  They begin by acknowledging that “one may be confronted with                       
a serious tension between a moral and aesthetic value.” 

–  E.g., one may consider Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice                            
a “deeply-layered and brilliantly-versed comedy which also relies on                
a bigoted attitude toward Jews” (150) 

•  “In such instances, we feel torn between our commitment to moral 
integrity, on the one hand, &our pursuit of aesthetic interests on the other. 

»  Such tension provides us with a prima-facie reason to suppose 
that there are two distinct sorts of value, moral and aesthetic,  
and that they sometimes come into conflict.” 

–  It is also often recognizes that: 
»  “The aims of art – to engage & please the intended audience     

– are different from, and at odds with,                                      
the goals of moral enlightenment & elevation.” 



Anderson & Dean observe that  
•  “several authors have recently suggested that at times                             

the division between [moral and aesthetic value] is not so clear, 
–  and that, in fact, there are occasions upon which they merge.” 

Ø They are talking about Carroll, who upheld moderate moralism,  
Ø along with Berys Gaut, whose ethicism says that  

–  “if a work manifests ethically reprehensible attitudes, it is to that 
extent aesthetically defective, and if a work manifests ethically 
commendable attributes, it is to that extent aesthetically meritorious.” 

•  “We will be arguing that  
–  while ethical criticism of works of art is a legitimate activity,  
–  neither Gaut nor Carroll have succeeded in showing that                              

the endorsement of an ethically reprehensible attitude                               
entails that a work is in any sense aesthetically flawed.” 

•  They will defend moderate autonomism, according to which 
–  “the moral content of a work can contribute to or detract from         

the aesthetic aspects of a work. 

–  [However]…it is never the moral component of the criticism as such 
that diminishes or strengthens the value of an artwork qua artwork.” 



“Further, we will argue that  
 

•  understanding moral & aesthetic criticism as distinct 
helps us to better comprehend the sort of perplexity 
one experiences  when confronted by works in which 
these sorts of values are at odds with one another.” 

–  …The values involved in the examples we have 
presented above are in deep conflict. 

–  The conflicts are not within the aesthetic domain; 
they are between the aesthetic & moral domains. 

Finally, we will suggest that  
 

•  treating moral criticism as a sort of aesthetic criticism 
precludes success in certain aesthetic endeavors 
–   e.g., the aesthetically successful           

endorsement of evil as such – 

•  and that there is no legitimate reason                           
to suppose such endorsement may not have    
aesthetic, if not moral, value” (153) 



Anderson & Dean lay out Carroll’s description of moderate autonomism: 
 

•  “artworks (at least some of them) may be                                                 
evaluated morally as well as aesthetically,  
–  but…the moral evaluation is never relevant to the aesthetic evaluation. 

–  The moral dimension of an artwork, when it possesses one,                              
is strictly independent of the aesthetic dimension.” 

Ø Carroll argued against the claim that ‘an artwork                                            
may invite an audience to entertain a defective moral perspective 
[without]…detract[ing] from its aesthetic value.” 

–  He used “American Psycho as a paradigm case                               
where an “aesthetic failure ‘rests on’ a moral mistake”,  

–  namely believing that people would be able to experience the 
description of gruesome murders as comedy 

»  Carroll concludes that “sometimes a moral flaw                 
in a work can count against a work aesthetically” 

–  He also disputed the claim that                                                                
“a work’s moral merits never count as aesthetic merits,” 
•  by arguing that narratives achieve their aesthetic aim of absorbing     

our attention by stimulating our moral emotions & judgments. 



“Carroll’s rejection of this form of moderate autonomism rests on his claim that  
•  the reasons for the work’s being aesthetically defective                                                 

and the reasons for the work’s being morally defective are the same. 
 

Ø  But are they the same? Let us trace the pattern of reasons for the two sorts of defect… 

–  The Moral Defect Argument: 
1. The perspective of the work in question is immoral. 
2. Therefore, the work ‘invites us to share [this morally] defective perspective’ 
3. Any work which invites us to share a morally defective perspective is, itself,        

morally defective, 
4. Therefore, the work in question is morally defective. 

–  “…from the premises of this argument nothing follows concerning    
whether or not the work in question is aesthetically defective.” 

–  The Aesthetic Defect Argument: 
1. The perspective of the work in question is immoral. 
2. The immorality portrayed subverts the possibility of uptake. 
3. Any work which subverts its own genre is aesthetically defective. 
4. Therefore, the work in question is aesthetically defective. 

–   “We fail to see how the arguments can be reconstructed                   
such that 'the reason it is aesthetically defective…and                            
the reason it is morally defective may be the same'.  



“The plausibility of Carroll's claim rests entirely on the fact that            
the two arguments share one common premise,  

1.  The perspective of the work in question is immoral. 

…but this premise is not sufficient to show that the work                   
in question is either morally or aesthetically defective.” 
 

Ø  One must give distinctive reasons why an immoral perspective      
in the work is a moral defect, vs. an aesthetic one: 

•  It is a moral defect because 
–   it invites readers/viewers to entertain                                     

a perverted moral understanding 

•  It is an aesthetic defect because   
–  it undermines the author’s intention for the work                 

to be experienced as belonging to a certain genre. 

Ø  “In short, the objection Carroll raises to his own rejection                 
of moral autonomism stands;  

–  he has not shown that ‘a moral problem qua                      
moral problem is an aesthetic defect in an artwork… 
Ø it has not been shown that something                                    

is an aesthetic defect because it is evil.” (157) 



Anderson & Dean also contest Berys Gaut’s ethicism: 
•  “a work is aesthetically worse insofar as it manifests reprehensible attitudes &…

aesthetically better insofar as it manifests ethical attitudes which are commendable. 

–  …The manifestation of an attitude is a prescription of various responses on the 
part of the audience toward the persons and events described in the work. 
•  …these prescribed responses can be evaluated from an ethical point of view 

Ø …when such an evaluation shows that the prescribed response is 
unmerited we have, at once, an aesthetic defect in the work.” 

 

»  E.g. Marquis de Sade’s Juliette (a.k.a. Vice Amply Rewarded, 1797) 
“appears to encourage its readers to take pleasure in – to find 
humorous & erotic – sexual torture. 

•  In this case the narrative perspective seems to be one of     
hearty pleasure & sexual gratification with regard to                  
a form of deliberately inflicted pain & humiliation. 

•  …it is not the mere representation of evil…that is morally 
objectionable, but the manner in which it is represented,                 
i.e. as the appropriate object of amusement.” (158) 

•  (Napoleon ordered de Sade’s arrest for publishing Juliette;        
de Sade was imprisoned for his final 13 years of life as a result) 

 



The Gaut’s argument for ethicism can be summarized as follows: 
 

1.  Prescribed responses to art works are subject to evaluation. 
2.  Some of the evaluative criteria for prescribed responses are ethical ones. 
3.  If a work prescribes a response that is unmerited,                                      

then the work has failed to that extent qua work of art.  
4.  Any defect in a work of art qua work of art is an aesthetic defect. 
5.  Therefore, ethical defects are aesthetic defects. 

 

Ø  Anderson & Dean contest premise 4:                                                         
“But do all unmerited prescriptions represent aesthetic flaws? 

•  Could there be prescribed unmerited responses                                        
that are not properly viewed as failures of the artwork qua artwork? 

»  Are prescribed moral responses among them? 

»  They will explain that since artworks have multiple functions, 

•  an artwork can invite us to respond to it in ways           
that are unmerited (e.g., forming false beliefs) 

•  without this being a flaw in its functioning as an artwork. 



“That not all prescribed but unmerited responses are failures of 
artworks qua artworks” can be seen in the example of Moby Dick: 
 

•  “…Moby Dick is (excrutiatingly) informative                             
on the subject of 19th-century whaling practices. 
–  Further, it is reasonable to suppose that the work    

prescribes belief in its descriptions of such practice. 

Ø  Let us suppose that in some respect,                                      
Melville was mistaken in his descriptions of whaling. 
–  In this case, the work would, in this respect, have failed...  

•  But as Gaut points out, this is not a failure in the work 
qua work of art [but rather qua social document]: 

Ø …works of art can, as social documents,     
mislead us about the attitudes                                
& circumstances of their time. 
»  This would not ipso facto                         

make them aesthetically worse.” (159) 

Ø  This demonstrates that a flaw in a work’s                    
cognitive content – what it makes you think or believe –                                         
is not necessarily an aesthetic defect. 



“[Gaut] does consider the objection that  
•  there are some intended cognitive-affective responses that are at once 

unmerited and not instances of aesthetic flaws in a work 

–  —the royal portrait designed to impart a sense of (undeserved) awe,  
–  or a religious work that aims to enhance the viewer’s reverence for God.  

Gaut replies that in addition to reporting the truth, an artwork 
'can also embody a way of thinking…about its subject  
»  & this perspective on its subject is an important object of  

our aesthetic interest in the work’.” (161) 
 

»  But if it can be aesthetically interesting for a work                  
to misrepresent their subject, 
•  then it should be aesthetically valuable                          

for a work to present evil as good. 

Ø and that violates his premise 4): Any defect in a  
work of art qua work of art is an aesthetic defect. 

•  Not every defect in an artwork is aesthetic, 
•  and some defects in an artwork can be 

aesthetic merits. 
Rigaud, Hyacinthe. (1694) 
Portrait of Louis XIV. 



Gaut realizes that 
•  “It may be objected that the novel's approbatory attitude                              

towards evil is a reason why it is aesthetically good:  

–  evil arouses our curiosity, for the evil person may do and experience things 
which we can  scarcely imagine, let alone understand;  

–  and the novel's ability to satisfy this curiosity, to show us what it is like to 
engage in such actions, is a prime source of its aesthetic merit.” 

…but responds by saying that 

•  “representation of in attitude by a work                                                              
does not require the work itself to share that attitude:  
–  works may manifest disapproval towards characters                                                 

or narrators who are represented as evil.  

•  Moreover, if…it is our curiosity which is aroused,  
•  then we have a cognitive interest in not seeing evil approved of,  

–  for such approval implies that there is something good                                 
about an attitude which we know to be bad.” (162) 

Ø Gaut is insisting that the aesthetic merit of works that approve of evil       
is only that they interest us in condemning the skewed moral perspective. 



Anderson & Dean reply first that evil is aesthetically interesting in itself: 
 

Ø  “….we are fascinated by the artistically deft portrayal                                            
of perspectives which we ourselves find repugnant 
–  ….which are manifest in the work as a whole….and which we would 

condemn in persons who genuinely adopted them.  

•  Such works manifest morally alien or troubling perspectives without apology, 
without condemnation or rebuke of the characters & actions depicted in them,  
–  and are, in part, aesthetically interesting                                                        

because of their morally skewed perspectives. 

•  It is sometimes precisely the fact that fictive representation                   
calls on our imaginative capacities, without attendant [beliefs], that                  
allows us to entertain in fiction what we would repudiate in reality.  

–  …it is rather doubtful that there are or could be any cannibalistic   
serial killers as strangely alluring and insightful as Hannibal Lector,  
and genuine sociopaths do not 'thrill';   
»  it is quite thrilling, however, to imaginatively engage       

Hannibal's character in Silence of the Lambs. 

Ø  …we seem sometimes to have an aesthetic interest in the imaginative 
embrace of perspectives alien to our own, & not merely their portrayal.” (163) 



Secondly, Anderson & Dean object                
to Gaut’s claim that 
 

•  “we have a cognitive interest in                       
not seeing evil approved of,  
–  since 'such approval implies that              

there is something good about                     
an attitude which we know to be bad'. 

•  While it is true that we have a 
cognitive (not to mention ethical) 
interest in not having persons believe 
that bad people or actions are good,  

Ø it does not follow that we do not 
have an aesthetic interest in  
seeing bad people or actions 
represented as if they were good.  

»  Indeed, our curiosity about 
seeing one thing represented 
as another is a hallmark of 
aesthetic interest.” (163) 



On Anderson & Dean’s moderate autonomist view,                                  
“There are cases in which the moral flaw in a work overrides the work's other merits.  

•  Is this because this flaw is the central aesthetic flaw of the work, so glaring that 
appreciation of the other aesthetic virtues are masked by its presence?  

–  It seems more plausible to maintain that it is the moral flaw as such,                  
and often in conflict with the aesthetic virtues of the work,                                 
that justifies the overriding negative evaluation of the work. 

–  {E.g.], Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will provides…                      
a classic case of moral & aesthetic value going their separate ways... 

–  While Birth of a Nation has historical significance & certain     
aesthetic merits as a film, …its corrupt moral vision is dominant.  

–  Carroll's example of American Psycho  also falls within this category.  

»  Whatever other virtues these works may embody,                                     
the morally flawed perspective they represent is unredeemed.  

»  To borrow an analogy from Gaut,                                                        
the timing of a joke might be perfect…but if the joke is racist…      
telling it is morally unacceptable none the less.  

Ø The unacceptability is morally grounded                   
and is not a kind of aesthetic flaw.” (164) 



But “In other cases the moral flaws…are there,                                                            
but we forgive them in the name of the aesthetic virtues… 
 

•  This seems to be the prevalent attitude toward                                              
The Merchant of Venice and Othello,  
–  and indeed,…may be the only sensible option                                      

with respect to most ‘classic’ literature, since                                                           
nearly all of it manifests ethically troublesome perspectives. 

 

      

•  …In the case of works like                                                                         
Tarantino’s Pulp Fiction or Nabokov’s Lolita,  
–  part of what makes them so fascinating…is that while their moral 

perspectives are alien, the works are (perhaps disturbingly) commanding. 

–  Further, part of what makes some works of art morally objectionable             
is the fact that they succeed all too well in making morally troublesome 
subject matters, characters, or perspectives aesthetically moving. 

…What is important to notice is that moral turpitude                                             
is not incompatible with aesthetic greatness, 
Ø  …there are times when it is precisely a moral venture                                        

or transgression combined with aesthetic acumen                                             
of one kind or another that draws us to such works.” (165-6) 



“Finally, there are cases where,  
•  in the minds of some, the moral values are thought to be overriding  
•  while, in the minds of others, aesthetic values are thought to be paramount. 

–  This is what characterizes the continuing debate over works such as       
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 

•  …The issue is whether we can excuse the moral flaw in the work…   
as an expected product of its time, & still savor the work of art as such. 
–  …The controversy is over whether, in light of the work’s appeal     

to our aesthetic sensibilities, it should be read and cherished                  
as a classic American novel. 

–  …We maintain that these are cases in which                                        
one’s moral sensibilities and one’s aesthetic sensibilities are in conflict.  
•  These are not cases in which there is a conflict                            

internal to one’s aesthetic dimension.” (166) 

»  This lends support to moderate autonomism: 
•  it says that the moral merits/defects of work                  

are not aesthetic merits/defects. 

Ø It says we may condemn artworks for moral defects, 
Ø but strictly on a moral basis, not an aesthetic one. 


