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Dominic Mclver Lopes is professor
of philosophy at the University of
British Columbia, and coauthor of
Aesthetic Life and Why It Matters,
published by Oxford University
Press in 2022, in which he and
two other philosophers offer their
perspectives on our aesthetic
engagement with life in response
to Socrates's question about how
we should live.

University of British Columbia professor of philosophy Dominic Lopes:

Aesthetic engagement is an important
component of a well-lived lile

~ .

Let’s start with the basic question that
you also started your whole project
with, and that is, “How should we live
our lives?” What does it have to do with
aesthetics?

I think that you're implicitly drawing a
distinction between an aesthetic version
and a moral version of the question “how
should we live our lives?” In the book, I
call this “Socrates’s question”. I think that
Socrates,asrepresented by Platoin his Di-
alogues, is principally driven by this ques-
tion, “how should I live?” and he thinksit’s
aquestion thatweall ask.

It’s true that philosophy, especially in the
19th and early 20th centuries, saw that
question as a moral one: What should I
do, morally speaking? In posingthatques-
tion as a moral question, philosophy also
viewed it pretty narrowly.

Moral philosophers are worried about
what each of us owes to our fellow human
beings. What are our obligations to them?
Whatisimpermissibleinmyrelationswith
other people and what's permissible? Am
ever permitted tolie, for example?

This is a difficult question in moral phi-
losophy. So, the question “How should we
live our lives?” has a moral component:
What's permissible and what's imper-
missible for me in a moral sense? What
do I owe to other people? However, that
can't be the full question. Because even
once I've done my moral duty and made
sure that I'm treating people the way that
I should treat them, that leaves open a
wholebunch of choices,and those choices

areveryimportantones.

The way I like to think of it is this: If I get
to the end of my life and reflect back and
ask, “Havellived mylifewell?” and allI can
say is “I gave people what I owed them”,
I'll probably be disappointed. One of the
thingsthatareleftoutisfriendship.IfIlive
my life well, I should probably have good
friends. Maybe this is not true for every-
body,butit'sastrongconsideration.
Butwhatisafriend? What'sagood friend?
Those questions aren’t to be answered
within moral philosophy, which is nar-
rowly construed in terms of obligations.
Most of us seek to achieve something in
some area of life. For me, it's philosophy.
For other people, it might be football; as
the World Cup was on. So, we each have
areas we’d like to achieve. Maybe it's in
building a local community or serving a
churchoramosque.

[ think that aesthetic engagement is an-
other component of what we look for in
a life that's lived well. It goes beyond just
performing our moral obligations. In fact,
moral challenges are few and far between
for most of us, but the aesthetic deci-
sions that we have to make are daily. So,
it'sreally important for me that we're not
just talking about art and that we're also
talking about how I dress in the morning,
how I comport myselfin relation to other
people,themealsIchoose,thecarlchoose
to drive, and how I decorate my house. All
ofthese are parts of my aestheticlife.

Ifwe thinkaboutaestheticlife thatbroad-
ly, you realize that it's a very important

part of the question “How should I live?”
It's important what my tastes should
be. We have students coming out of high
school and arriving at university. One of
the things I love about teaching is that for
the first time, they’re thinking, “I have an
opportunitynowand [should take advan-
tage of this opportunity to decide who I
am going to be as a person.” It’s not the
whole story, but part of that is answering
“Whatmusic, art, mode of dress, and kind
ofhumorisrightforme?” All of thisis now
up in the air for university students. So,
they’re confronting the question of “How
shouldIlive mylife?”

Was this aspect of the necessity to live
a good life also implicit in the original
Greek version of the question? Because
something might have been lost in the
translation.

Yeah,Idothinkthatit’sin Socrates’smind.
Plato has aesthetics. It’s, however, notori-
ously ambivalent. Plato, on the one hand,
is a poet and writes beautifully. He uses
and sees beauty as a fundamental good
alongside truth and goodness. On the
other hand, in the Republic, he proposes
that there’s no role for artists in the ideal
society. So, he has an ambivalent attitude.
That'’s perfectly consistent with its being
a question for Socrates: How should I live
my life, aesthetically?

In that context, is it a stretch to say that
we have a moral obligation to pay atten-
tiontotheaestheticpartofourlife?

[agree. It'sastretch. [ don’t think we have
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amoral obligation to pay attention to the
aesthetic part of our life. It's not a moral
obligation at all. It’s just a human obliga-
tion.

A moral obligation, as I see it, is a duty.
When we have a moral obligation, we owe
certain kinds of actions to other people.
Let’s go back to lying. If  have a moral obli-
gation not to lie to you, that means there’s
a certain way I must speak to you, which is
withhonesty. Andin fact, you havearightto
complain to me ifI fail to do my duty to you.
That'sverystrong. Thisisaverystrongkind
of obligation. Some philosophers think it's
overriding. When I have a moral obliga-
tion, that obligation trumps, overrides, and
supersedes all my other obligations. But I
thinkthatIhave otherobligations.

Maybe the word obligation in English
sounds too strong for the aesthetic case.
Maybeit'snotanobligation. Maybeit’sjust
shoulds. They’re thingsIshould do.IfIlove
a certain kind of food like sushiand I go to
a Japanese restaurant but I decide not to
order the sushi for some strange, bizarre
reason, | may think to myself, “I should
havehadthesushi.” There’sashouldthere,
and the should is normative. It’s not like
I'm blaming myself morally and now think
that I'm a morally bad person. [ just think
I'veunderperformed aesthetically.

You can even think of an artist. She’s
standing in front of her easel and consid-
ering exactly how to put the shadingin on
some part of the image that she’s depict-
ing.Shesays, “I'm goingtodothis”and she
does that. Then, she sees the result and
says, “Ishouldn’thave done that.”

Now, it’s not that she’s violated a moral
commandment there. It's not as if she’s
abused anybody in the world. It’s not as
if she’s even failed herself morally so that
she would then look back on what she’s
said and say, “Oh, I'm a morally bad per-
son.” That'sway too strong. Butneverthe-
less, she could say, I shouldn’t have done
that.Ishould have madeitmorered.

So, there’s a should there, which is nor-
mative. Maybe using the word “obliga-
tion” is misleading. But there’s a failure
to herself. I think we can fail ourselves,
aestheticallyand we cansucceed aesthet-
ically. This is something that we under-
stand, concretely. We've all experienced
this every day in our lives. That's what
I'm talking about when I say that there’s
an aesthetic “should”. And that’s why the
“should” is really important in the ques-
tion “how should welive ourlives?”

Most of the discussion we have had up
to now was about our duties to others.
Don’t we have moral duties towards
ourselves?

Yeah, maybe we have moral duties to-
wards ourselves. [ think that this is more
controversial. Now, we'renolongeratthe
core. If you're going to contrast morality

with aesthetics, I think the way to do that
is to look at the core of morality and the
core ofaesthetics.

Now, when we think about moral obli-
gations to ourselves, we’re moving away
from the core of morality, and things get
murkier here. I'm just not sure about
moral obligationsto ourselves.

Some philosophers have said that we
have a moral obligation not to end our
lives. I don’t think that that’s true. Maybe
we have amoral obligation notto end our
lives frivolously or gratuitously, but I find
this controversial.

As Kant saw, we have an imperfect moral
obligation to develop our talents. What
he meant by that was that each person
should develop some of their talents
some of the time. But it's too much to de-
mand thatthey develop all of their talents
all the time. I'm still I'm not totally per-
suadedthere.

Here, one may point to contrasting cases.
One caseis the person whojustlives their
life lying on the beach being lazy. Anoth-
er is somebody who's just enthusiastic
about things and really care and put alot
of effort into things that they’re not very
goodat.

Therefore,Kantis probablynotrightabout
this. Given what I've just said about the
person who's just enthusiastic and puts a
lot of effort into the things that they’re not
verygoodat, maybetheyhaveamoral obli-
gationjusttobeactiveintheirlife.

All in all, it’s really hard to understand
what these self-regarding moral obliga-
tions might be. And maybe if they’re just
as weak as that, they’re not very compel-
ling. Justlive anactive life.

But in certain practices and in certain
professions, somebody might make a
stronger case for that. For example, in
the case of your work as a scholar, you
might have a moral responsibility to do
thebestyoucan.

Yeah, because as we’re movingaway from
the core of morality, at a certain point we
confront the question of what the bound-
aries of morality are. And I would defi-
nitely agree that [ should do the bestI can
asaphilosopher. 'mjustnotsure I would
callthatamoral obligation.

But maybe it doesn’t matter whether we
puttheword moral there ornot. Note that
we tend to putthe word moral there when
we want to emphasize the strength of the
obligation. In contrast, the core moral ob-
ligations are very strong. I should notin-
jure you. I shouldn’t take your like. These
arevery strong obligations. When I say, “I
should do the best can asaphilosopher,”
Idon'tknowhow strongthatobligationis.
So,I'mnotsure whetherit'smoral ornot.

TO BE CONTINUED

We can fail
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we can succeed
aesthetically.
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an aesthetic
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that'swhy the
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Dominic Mclver Lopes is professor
of philosophy at the University of
British Columbia, and coauthor of
Aesthetic Life and Why It Matters;
published by Oxford University
Press in 2022, in which he and
two other philosophers offer their
perspectives on our aesthetic
engagement with life in response
to Socrates's question about how
we should live.

There mlght be some aesthetlc goodness in the ugly

My next main question is
that in a world which is
messy, if not ugly, isn’t it
too romantic to talk about
aestheticdrivers oflife?
There’s a lot of pain and
suffering in the world.
There’salot of anxiety and
grief. There’s no denying
this. I really want to take
that on board viscerally
and acknowledge the re-
ality of it for people. There
are people who are hungry
every day. There are peo-
ple whose ambitions are
thwarted for no good rea-
son; they’re pushed down
and held down. There are
people whose aspirations
are just squashed. There’s
a polluted world and a
world that’s dying. We're
making our planet unin-
habitable for ourselves.
[wantto acknowledge all of
that. I don’t want to sound
like the famous character,
Pollyanna, and say, “It’s a
beautiful world. There’s
nothing bad in this.” That's
nottrue. There’salotofbad
intheworld.

So, having acknowledged
that, if you want to say that
everything bad is ugly, [
think 1 can accept that.
We’'re using the word ugly

there in avery broad sense.
But there’s another sense
in which the badness in the
world is compatible with
there being a considerable
amount of aesthetic good-
ness. So, there’s an issue
withthe word beauty.
Beauty can be understood
very narrowly. If you imag-
ine heaven, everything
in heaven is glowing and
beautiful in some way.
That’s a very special con-
ception of beauty. I just
think of beauty as aesthet-
ic goodness. So, in many
things, there’s some ele-
mentofaestheticgoodness.
In many activities, there’s
some element of aesthetic
goodness.

It's there even in the bad-
ness. So, let me give you
an example of this. Sun-
sets are beautiful. They're
more beautiful because of
pollution. The pollution
is bad but it's compatible
with the greater beauty
of the sunset. So, you can
look at the sunset and you
could say, “Oh, my! That’s
gorgeous.” And then, have
second thoughts because
it'saresultofsmogand pol-
lution. In fact, the beauty
of the sunset is a harbinger

of how we’re making our
planet uninhabitable for
ourselves.

So, there’s one way to think
about ugliness on which
the badness in the world
pulls against the beauty.
And then, there’s another
way inwhich to thinkofitas
compatible with the beauty
that’s there. And we have a
choice. This is mostly ter-
minological because I think
that anybody who’s con-
cerned about the badness
ofthe sunset can admit that
there’s a sense in which the
sunset is more beautiful to
lookat. That’s, I think, what
I'mtalkingaboutwhenIsay
there is that beauty in the
world.

Now, what this means is
that there can be a conflict
between our values, and, of
course, values cause con-
flict all the time. That’s not
news. That's something we
should expect. It's some-
thing we have to deal with.
If I had a view on which it
turned out that our values
didn’t conflict, I would be
worried.

Let’s suppose that some-
body approached slaves
in the old times and said,

“Look at the beauty of the
chains” and everything
that might be “beautiful”
about them. There are
similar discourses that
are metaphorically beau-
tifying the chains we are
trapped by. One might say
that trying to attract the
attention of the people
to the aesthetics of some-
thing which is deeply bad
might have morally bad
consequences, making
them not aware of their
imprisonment in that
case.

[ think that this is, as we
said, Plato’s concern that
duty is going to obfuscate
reality, especially the harsh
reality. In fact, there’s a
dominant academic dis-
course about beauty that is
focused on this point. Espe-
ciallyin the humanities, hu-
manists now mostly think
of aesthetic value as having
an ideological function. It
functions to obscure from
usourenslavementand our
oppression.Itake thispoint
very seriously.

So, I think it’s true, and it’s
a danger. When the master
says to the slaves, “Look
at how beautifully crafted
your chains are,” that is an

attempt to obscure from
them their true condition,
and that’s a bad thing. So,
does it follow from that
that the slaves can have no
beauty in their lives? If that
followed, that would make
their condition many times
worsethanitalreadyis.Not
only they have no freedom,
but also they have no op-
portunity even to exercise
aesthetic freedom within
the very limited domain
thattheyhave control over.
Let’s move away from the
chains because [ don't
think this is a great case
to think about. In the
American South, slaves
who were working in
the field sang songs. In
a recent book, Nicholas
Wolterstorff wrote on
the personal and cultural
importance of slave songs
for American slaves in the
South in the 19th centu-
ry. They sang these songs
as a way to keep in touch
with each other as they
were working in the fields
and also as a way to create
a sense of solidarity. But I
think it was also to bring
something valuable and
positive into a space that
would otherwise be filled

withunrelentingdrudgery
and constant toil and the
realization that you have
no choice. You have made
this song and you are sing-
ing with these other peo-
ple, and the slave master
doesn’t understand what
you're doing. That's really
powerful and important.

Let's get back to your
book. By aesthetic, you do
not mean fine art. Is that
correct?

That’sright.

Then, what is this aes-
thetic you're talking
about?

We have always had a very
broad conception of the aes-
thetic across traditions. This
is, for example, in Chinese
philosophy, South Asian
philosophy, and Islamic phi-
losophy. The word beauty is
typically used to character-
izethe aesthetic,butwe have
to think of the word beauty
very broadly so it's not just
about prettiness or symme-
try. It's just aesthetic good-
ness, verybroadly.

Let me give you some ex-
amples. Writing in the
18th century about beauty,
Francis Hutcheson said the

paradigm case of beauty
is a beautiful idea, a beau-
tiful mathematical theory.
He didn’t say art. The go-to
example of a philosopher
like Kant,whenhe’swriting
about judgments of tastes
and judgments of beauty, is
thenatural beauty, notart.
Art becomes central in the
19th century really. So,
there’s a cultural shift in
European philosophy in
whichartbecomes central.
That idea of the central
importance of art spreads
around the world in the
19th century. So, it's now
universal. We now think of
the fine arts as the central
cases of aesthetic endeav-
or. The Fine Arts would be
music, painting, sculpture,
architecture, poetry, and
literary writing. And then,
we've now expanded them
to include installation
art, movies, maybe video
games,and so on.

But there’s this broader
idea of beauty, and I see
the fine arts as occupying
a space within that larger
aesthetic domain. I think
that this is really import-
ant because the fine arts,
in fact, are dominated by
cultural elites. There was a

fight to getjazz recognized
as something serious, and
there’s been a fight to get
popular music recognized
as important alongside
classical music.
However, westilltend toval-
orize serious music or clas-
sical music in the various
traditions. So, it’s not just
European classical music
but also, I'm sure, Persian
classical music and so on. It
tends to get more attention
from the cultural elites, but
everybody should have ac-
cesstoaestheticlife.

Pierre  Bourdieu, the
French sociologist, in his
great work ‘Distinction,
was criticizing this. He said
there are beautiful ways to
mow a lawn, and there are
beautiful ways to plow a
field, and there are beau-
tiful ways to trim a hedge.
He’s making the point that
aesthetic engagement s, in
fact, available to everybody
if we think of the aesthetic
very broadly. This is an im-
portantpointforme.

So, where can it be locat-
ed?

In my view, then, the ques-
tion becomes, “What is the
aesthetic domain if it's not

just the arts?” My way of
thinking about this is to say
that there are certain kinds
of features that we recog-
nize as aesthetic. Being el-
egant, graceful, energetic,
and edgy are characteristics
thatweattribute to things.
That vocabulary that I
just gave you may sound
very European. If so, you
can look beyond Europe
to non-European cultures
andseethatthereisanaes-
thetic vocabulary there as
wellthatmightbe different
fromthe Europeanone.I'm
not familiar enough with
Farsi to be able to give you
examples for your audi-
ence.

But say, in Japan, ‘Wabi-sa-
bi’ is the value you get from
something that’s not quite
perfect. The imperfection
makes it better. You don’t
want to make it perfect.
Perfect is just too much. So,
that's Wabi-sabi. When I ex-
plainthat,yousay, “Oh,yeah,
[ know. That's exactly right.
That's a kind of aesthetic
value.” You realize the Japa-
nese have a word for it, and
we have the conceptand we
don’thave thewordforit.
Look at it this way. We
have a sense of a set of fea-

tures, and we have words
for some of those features
but not for all of them. And
those features hang togeth-
er somehow. They're all
aesthetically good-making
features.

So, I think of the domain of
the aestheticas the domain
of activities where we're
focused on objects, perfor-
mances, and more general-
ly,ideas we'reinterested in.

Where do we get our aes-
thetic sensibilities or
preferences from? Is there
something essentially
human in it that can cre-
ate some sort of common
thread between all hu-
mans across the world and
across history, orisitjusta
construct that is built at a
certain time within a cer-
tain culture?

WhenIthinkaboutaesthet-
ics in the traditions that I
know — I don’t know them
all — I realize the funda-
mental issue that’s at the
bottom of all the debate is
between pluralism and
universalism. So, there are
those who have this ideal,
maybe, of aesthetic culture
as universally available to
all in principle and hence,

asthelanguage we could all
speak that will unite us and
bringustogether.

This is a beautiful vision. I
see the attraction of it. And
they are worried that plu-
ralism, which is the frag-
mentation of aesthetic life
into different channels and
differentcultures,islikethe
Tower of Babel. It's some-
thing thatis to be regretted
inhumanlife.

I have the opposite view.I'm
a pluralist. In my view, it’s
universal that we have aes-
thetic sensibilities or aes-
thetic culture, but none of
those culturesareuniversal,
or not all of them are. Many
of them are very local and
just have a local attraction.
We all have a language, but
we have different languag-
es.So, the universal element
is just having language, but
the local element is the lan-
guage that we speak. In aes-
thetics, the universal thing
isthatweallhavesomething
aesthetic, but what aesthet-
ic thing we have, which is
our aesthetic vocabulary
or our aesthetic sensibili-
ty, varies locally. I honestly
thinkthisiswonderful.

TO BE CONTINUED

People

should notbe
deprived of the
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to exercise
aesthetic

Ireedom within
the very limited
domain that they
have control

over.
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of philosophy at the University of
British Columbia, and coauthor of
Aesthetic Life and Why It Matters,
published by Oxford University
Press in 2022, in which he and
two other philosophers offer their
perspectives on our aesthetic
engagement with life in response
to Socrates's question about how
we should live.

What's “wonderful” about your
pluralist approach to aesthet-
ics?

The diversity of aesthetic life
is something that itself should
unite us. In many spheres of life,
the fact that we're different is a
challenge. The fact that we speak
different languages is a challenge
for us. The fact that we have dif-
ferent religions is a challenge for
humankind. It causes friction and
we know this. It even causes war,
and it divides us. Our etiquettes
and ways of interacting with each
other, just to show that we regard
each other as equals and worthy
ofrespect,aredifferent,and thatis
achallenge forus.

So,onmany levels, the differences
between us are challenges. I think
we can still see some of those dif-
ferences as attractive. The fact
that we have different languages
is a wonderful thing. Every lan-
guage seems to have a music of its
own. There’s something aesthetic
inthatdifference.

But the thing about the aesthetic
difference is that we can embrace
it as completely harmless and
not really dividing us. We can see
it as, in fact, a form of difference

that is itself a common ground. I
have musical tastes. I grew up in
the 1970s and 80s, circa. But that
doesn’t mean I have to look down
my nose at somebody else’s musi-
caltastes.Infact,itshould encour-
agemetothink, “It'sgreatthatyou
have a different musical taste so
that you can do your thing, and [
candomy thing, and we don’tstep
oneachother’stoes.”

There’s no essential competition.
There’s competition for resourc-
es, butthere’sno conflictbetween
the values themselves. In that do-
main, the values themselves are
compatible with each other. The
beauty of what I do is compatible
with what you do being beautiful,
aswell.

So, I think this is something that
we hunger for, a sphere of human
life where difference isnota prob-
lem, and aesthetics provides us
with that. I don’t think aesthetics
is the only thing that provides us
with this. Sports does this too, as
another example. The World Cup
was on, and soccer is a beautiful
game.[livein Canada. We're crazy
abouthockey. I can be crazy about
hockeyand thinkthatit’'swonder-
ful that people love football. We

don’t have to have an incompati-
bility.Ithinkaestheticsand athlet-
icsareverysimilarinthisregard.

Some scholars argue that that
very diversity is under attack in
recent decades by the homog-
enizing force of the American
version of capitalism, or what
some call neoliberalism, or in
our times, the World Wide Web,
which is wiping off much of the
diversity in some ways. Isn’t that
true?
Thisisaveryinterestingquestion,
and [ have a dissenting answer to
it. It has just become dogma that
every technology homogenizes,
and, I think, that is not taking se-
riously the nuanced differences
between technologies.

First, we need to draw a distinc-
tion between broadcast technol-
ogies and technologies thatreally
thrive on creating niches. Let’s go
back to television 30 years ago,
which is an excellent example of
broadcast technologies. Most
countries had two or three tele-
vision outlets, which were sup-
posed to provide content for tens
of millions of people. That meant
that they had to make program-

mingaccessible widely to the low-
est common denominator. This is
what Noel Carroll in his book, ‘A
Philosophy of Mass Art, calls “the
lowest common denominator
concern”. Suppose there was go-
ingtobeadramaonTV.Ithadtobe
accessible to everybody. That was
powerfullyhomogenizing.

Look, even going back 30 years or
100 years ago, we can ask, “Was
the printing press powerfully
homogenizing?” And the answer
is no. Although there were block-
buster books that sold millions
and millionsand wereread by lots
of people, it was completely com-
patiblewiththerebeingapublish-
ing industry that was able to ser-
vice very niche audiences. There
are small presses for poetry that
will publish 100 books for those
100 enthusiasts, and they’re able
to make it work and still exist. So,
not every technology has homog-
enized us. Some do, and some
don’t. We need to be very careful
here.

What about the more recent ex-
amples of “newmedia”?

Let's now switch to the World
Wide Web and the new informa-

Diversity ol aesthetic lile should unite us
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tiontechnology. Here, we mightbe
inclined to say that social media
is highly homogenizing. Again, I
think we need to draw distinc-
tions.Ithinkit’s abitlike the print-
ing press. There are some social
media outlets like Twitter and
Facebook and TikTok that really
do reach huge audiences, hun-
dreds of millions of people around
the world. So, they tend to be ho-
mogenizing, and I think there’s a
concernthere.

But at the same time, the World
Wide Web actually promotes
niche aesthetic cultures in a way
that no other technology has ever
done. The reason is that it used to
be thatifyou had 100 people who
were interested in some special-
ized aesthetic thing — say a very,
very special kind of music — in
order for them to connect with
each other, know each other, and
interact, theyhadtobeinthe same
place. They had to be geographi-
cally local. That was the case, say
200 years ago. Maybe 50 years
ago, they had to know enough
about each other that they could
correspond by mail. This was very
hard. Now, if you have 100 people
anywhere in the world, they can

find each other and they can col-
laborate.

Canyou give us a concrete exam-
ple?

Sure. Let me give you an example
of this, from my book on photog-
raphy. There was an article that
was written by Virginia Heffernan
in The New Yorker about a Flickr
group. Flickr is a less well-known
website now, but 10 years ago, it
was very well-known. It’s a place
where you would post photo-
graphs, but Flickr is organized
around communities of aesthetic
interest. Some of them are people
who like cat pictures and would
share pictures of cats, cakes, or
whatever. But some of them are
communities of people who just
like to make pictures in a partic-
ular way. And they draw from all
overtheworld.

There was this little tiny Flickr
community that was posting pic-
tures and then talking about the
aesthetically good and bad quali-
ties of the pictures. They were like
alittle community of photography
enthusiasts. They had their own
aesthetic. And somebodywhowas
being a little provocative posted a
photograph to this group that was

taken by Henri Cartier-Bresson,
who’s one of the most important
photographers of the 20th centu-
ry, or at least one of the five most
importantones.

Yet, the community didn’t rec-
ognize the photograph and crit-
icized it. They said, “Oh, it’s kind
of blurry and it’s oddly cropped.”
Then, there was a lot of laughter
about this and a lot of poking fun
like, “How could these people not
know about this photograph? And
then how could they not see how
great it is?” So, there was a lot of
snickering.

My reaction was that the snicker-
ing is misplaced. I think it's won-
derful that there could be a group
of people who are seriously en-
gaged in their own photography
practice and don’t know about
what'sgoingonintheartgalleries.
They don’tknowwhat’sin the offi-
cial art Press. They're doing their
own thing, completely free of the
encumbrances of the elite photog-
raphy world. It's great for them,
and I think it’s great that it exists.
And it’s Flickr that made that pos-
sible.

So, I think the thing new informa-
tion technologies are a two-edged

sword. On one hand, they can be
homogenizing. But on the other
hand, they open up spaces. Even
social media and platforms like
TikTokand Twitterallow for small
groups of people to interact. So,
thinkwehavetohaveamuchmore
nuanced view. Every tool invented
by humans from fire forward that
[ can think of has had pluses and
minuses. No tool has been totally
good.Notoolhasbeentotallybad.
I agree with the premise that no
tool is entirely good or entirely
bad. But we can say that some
tools are very close to being en-
tirelybad.

Anuclear weapon, for example?

Q:Yes.

We just sent a craft into space to
test the hypothesis that we could
nudge a meteor off-track in case
one large enough is ever coming
and could do alot of damage. May-
be a nuclear weapon will save the
planet at that point. If you're ask-
ing, “What good could it possibly
do?” that might be it. [ think it's
possible to imagine positive uses
fornuclearweapons.

Yes, if we are thinking ahead, we

can create scenarios wherein
every tool that we can construe
could have some really, really
good things about it. But empir-
ically speaking, with an indica-
tion from the history, that’s not
the case. For example, in that
specific case, ifyoulookin retro-
spect, they’ve been for the most
part bad. For instance, I can’t
drum up any good use for chem-
icalweapons, unlike howyoudid
withnuclearweapons.

Yeah, it's a good example.  would
say that there are many tools that
have been mostly bad. So, maybe
I'll back off my claim. I put it very
strongly when I said “every tool
has some good use”. Maybe that’s
false. Maybe there are some tools
out there that just don’t. I think I
can run my argument with the
claim that most tools have some
positive uses. And ['ve given you
some examples of positive uses
of information technologies that
people just tend to criticize in a
knee-jerkfashion.

You touched upon your main ar-
gumentinthebook, whichis “we
have a hunger for difference”,
and it might find satisfaction in

the realm of aesthetics. From
your vantage point, what'’s the
issueinanutshell?

The deep issue that fundamen-
tally structures thinking about
aesthetics across traditions is
pluralism versus universalism di-
chotomy. The universalists have
anxiety aboutthe difference. They
think the difference is what di-
vides us and it's a problem for us.
My response is that some forms of
difference can unite us, and they
can be a kind of common ground.
That said, There are certain fea-
tures that they need to have in or-
der to be the kinds of differences
that unite us. There has to be basi-
cally no threat of conflict between
values. There can be competition
forresources,butthevaluesthem-
selvesdon’t conflict.

So, this whole dialectic is pre-
mised on a concern that differ-
ences are a problem. My point is
that, it's not that we have a hunger
for difference, exactly. It's that
we have a hunger for there being
a kind of difference that is not a
problem forus.

TO BE CONTINUED
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We asked the Al bot on Midjourney.
com to depict a demented patient
remembering a sweet memory,
as Edward Hopper would have
drawn it.
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Dominic Mclver Lopes is professor
of philosophy at the University of
British Columbia, and coauthor of
Aesthetic Life and Why It Matters,
published by Oxford University
Press in 2022, in which he and
two other philosophers offer their
perspectives on our aesthetic
engagement with life in response
to Socrates's question about how
we should live.

University of British Columbia professor of philosophy Dominic Lopes:
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Aestheticlife
canbe seenasa
way of achieving
individuality,
butIdon’'tthink
thatwe all strive
forit, orthere

is auniversal
appetlite forit.

Where does our “hunger for
difference” comefrom?
Ithinkitjustcomesfromarec-
ognitionthatweshareaworld.
We're in the world together
and we have to get along. We
have to find a way to getalong.
There are psychological ne-
cessities that put us in con-
flict with each other. And we
knowthatourlivescangovery
poorly if we allow those psy-
chological necessities to reign
unchecked.

And maybe we'll recognize
that we're fundamentally so-
cial creatures. Could we live
without friends? Could we
live without family? Could
we live without community?
Some people can, but they’re
oddities.Mostpeoplethriveas
social creatures. And to thrive
as social creatures, we've got
to find away to be on the same
page with at least some of our
fellowhumanbeings.

This idea is the fundamental
idea of the European Enlight-
enment that must be true.
Scholars are nowadays very
suspicious of Enlightenment
thoughts, but this is the one

Enlightenment thought of
which, I hope, nobody is sus-
picious: We need to find a way
to be together. However, we
should be suspicious if find-
ing a way for being together
means we all ought to share
exactly the same culture. But
I'm offering — and this is the
point of my work — a model
for how we can be together in
difference.

That would be your way to
winaNobel PeacePrize.
(Laughs) Wow. You know, [
have no ambition for anything
like that. This is the Enlighten-
ment’sidea, notmine. But,yes,
I agree that this is the core of
peace.

Is that “hunger for differ-
ence” a driving force in our
efforts toward individual-
ization, to make myselfa dis-
tinctiveindividual?

It is. I don’t think that we all
strive forindividuality,howev-
er. That is another Enlighten-
mentideathattheindividualis
sovereign. That, I think, is not
universal. There’s not a uni-

versalappetite forit.

Some traditional and indig-
enous communities, for in-
stance, are ones where people
see themselves as deeply em-
bedded inasocial contextina
community.

Therefore, that's maybe the
thing that is a bit of American
ideology and the American
picture. And it's a matter of
degree. I think it’s very strong
in the US and less strong in
Canada, which would seem
to outsiders to be two very
similar societies. Living here,
however, [ think our sense of
community here in Canada is
far more important to us than
the sense of community in the
United States.

So, aesthetic life can be seen
as a way of achieving individ-
uality. My studentsareveryin-
terested in being individuals.
They're all looking for ways to
express themselves aestheti-
callythataredifferentfromev-
erybody else. But I don’t think
everybodyhastobethatway.
There are indigenous cultures
here on the coast of British
Columbia that really privi-

lege cultural forms where
there’s very little change over
time, where there’s not a big
emphasis on innovation, and
where it's important that we
do things the same way we've
always done them. That’s
good, too.

You provided an example of
someone putting a photo-
graph of Cartier-Bresson,
one of the most important
photographers of the 20th
century, on Flickr and ev-
erybody else criticizing it.
There have been other so-
cial experiments like that.
For example, a profession-
al musician once played a
million-dollar violin in the
subway,and nobody paid at-
tention to him, even though
some others had paid
$1,000 per ticket to attend
his concert the night before.
That points to the power of
the brand, which is a short-
hand in my understanding
of the politics of aesthetics.
That means, it's not just
about our universal sensi-
bility about what is pretty;

rather, there is politics in it.
Right?

There is. There’s no denying
thatsocial, political, economic,
and market forces creep into
every aspect of human life. So,
[ don’t have a picture of which
aesthetic life is somehow
magically immune from all of
that. It's not immune from all
ofthat.Infact,ithasto contend
withit.

[ think it was Joshua Bell, who
was playing outside the sub-
way station the morning after
he had performed in Carnegie
Hall in New York, and nobody
stopped to listen. But it’s hap-
pening while you're coming
out of the subway and you're
on your way to work. It'snota
fair experiment. It’s not at all
surprising that nobody would
stop to listen. So, I'm not sure
that shows a lot, but there’s
no question that there are dis-
tortinginfluences.

One thing that happens that
worries me a lot is the cap-
ture of aesthetic life by, for
example, political or social
communities in ways thatare
completely arbitrary. In the

United States, there’s this ter-
rible polarization between
the left and the right, or the
Democrats and the Repub-
licans, if you want to put it
in party terms. There is also
geographical  polarization
between urban and rural.
There is also an educational
polarization between the
highly educated and those
with nothing more than a
highschool education.

And then, it’s also become
an aesthetic polarization.
Between listening to hip
hop or Beethoven on the one
hand, and listening to coun-
try music or heavy metal, on
the other; between wearing
red baseball caps, on the one
hand, versus other kinds of
headgear, on the other hand;
between drinking lattes
and cappuccinos, on the one
hand, and Coke and Pepsi, on
the other hand; and between
watching certain kinds of
television programming ver-
susother. Thatpolarizationis
now cuttingacrossallareasof
humanlife.

So, the aesthetics is becom-
ingpoliticized.

In fact, whatI thinkis happen-
ing is that aesthetic differenc-
es are being used to cement
and amplify political differ-
ences.So,ifyou'renotwithme,
aesthetically, you're not with
me, politically. This is a great
shame because, as you know
fromthis conversation, I think
thatthese are aesthetic differ-
ences or differences that can
uniteus.

And now, politics are making
those differences. They're
making those differences,
onesthatarenotgoingtounite
us. They're robbing the aes-
theticrealm of its power to be
a ground where we can inter-
acteasilywitheachother,even
though we have different val-
ues.So,I'mofferingapictureof
something aesthetic engage-
ment can do for us, and politi-
cal differences are undermin-
ing that picture. I think that
wehaveafightahead ofus.We
havetosavetheaestheticfrom
itspoliticization.

That’s a good point. Are you

familiar withMidJourney?
No.

It's a website, centered on
an artificial intelligence
program. The program
draws different Al-gener-
ated paintings based on
the words you feed it, and
the paintings usually turn
out to be very interesting
and well-done. The web-
site is currently trending.
The New York Times even
wrote a piece comparing
the Thanksgiving dishes
visualized by MidJourney
and the ones cooked by
its staff. It can be argued
that artificial intelligence
is driving human agen-
cy in many areas of life to
the margins, and it has
now come to the arts and
aesthetics in the broader
sense of the matter. Don’t
yousee thisasathreat, con-
sideringthatyoupromoted
saving aesthetics from po-
liticization?

[ don’t know. Maybe. It’s re-
ally hard to speculate about
the future of this. We can ask

the question, “Are artists go-
ing to quit? Are they going to
give up? Or are they going to
be muscled out of space by
artificial intelligence? Am I
going to stop painting or am
I going to lose my market for
painting because of artificial
intelligence?” I kind of think
that the answer is no. There
will always be an interest in
things that are made by hu-
mans because they’re made
by humans. There will always
bethatdifferencethere.
Meanwhile, artificial intel-
ligence is probably going to
produce more and more in-
teresting things, things that
will intrigue us and make us
think, “Oh, that’s just so worth
payingattentionto.’[don’'tsee
what'sbadaboutthat.

And then, thirdly, artificial in-
telligence is intelligence. It's
not quite there yet, but may-
be it will get to a point where
we begin to see itas worthy of
thekind of interpretive stance
thatwenowapproachhuman
actswith.
Whenlreadabook,Iaskthese
Wh- questions from myself:

Why isthe storytold thisway?
What is the author trying to
convey? Where is she com-
ing from? What's her back-
ground? How is she viewing
me as a reader? These are
great questions to ask. Asking
them enriches my experience
of reading the novel. So, we
takean interpretive stance to-
wards the products of human
endeavor, and taking that in-
terpretivestanceenrichesour
aestheticexperiences.

Would we never take that
kind of stance towards prod-
ucts of artificial intelligence?
[ think the answer is probably
no. Right now, we do have a
sense that this algorithmi-
cally generated art probably
doesn't warrant that inter-
pretive stance. I'm not going
to ask: Why is this computer
making it this way? How are
they viewing me? What is the
contextin which they’re oper-
ating?

But I think that artificial intel-
ligence is very likely to devel-
op enough sophistication that
those questions will become
live questions so that my en-

gagement with the products
and artworks produced by
Al is going to have that kind
of richness, as well.  don’t see
philosophers working in Al
debating this, of course. But if
you want to call it optimism,
I'm optimistic about the po-
tential for Al tobe genuineart,
thatistosay,created byamind
whosestepsaresuchthatthey
further illuminate the work
thatI'mengagingwith.

Let’s conclude the interview
with a fun question. Do you
thinkanimalslead aesthetic
lives,too?

That’s a wonderful question.
It’s really hard for us to know.
Someanimals createartifacts
of astonishing beauty. Hon-
eybees, magpies, songbirds,
and termite ants are among
those, who create things
which we think are beautiful.
But it's really hard to know
how they’re perceiving what
theycreate.

In my view, in the aesthetic
domain, we are seeing objects
as having certain features like
being elegant, balanced, and

soon.Aretheyabletoseethat?
Look, we are animals and we
can see it. In fact, we can see it
just because we're animals.
Our perceptual capacities
have equipped us to see that.
Therefore, maybe there are
animals who are close to usin
theirperceptual capacities.

I sometimes ask myself if
there’s intelligent life out
there that we can communi-
cate with, what would it take
for a creature, for us, not to be
able to see these kinds of fea-
tures in them? Maybe such
features are there, but they’re
notthe same onesthatwe see,
andmaybewewillnever quite
understand them - unlike the
Japanese phrase Wabi-sabi
which we get in the manner
thatit'sexplained tous.Maybe
we'llnever quitegetit.

Then maybe we’ll think they
must have something anal-
ogous, something function-
ally equivalent, that plays
the same role in their lives as
aestheticengagementplaysin
ourlives.

CONCLUDED



