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A E S T H E T IC S  is the study of general 

features of the arts and aesthetic experi

ence. 'The arts’ include drama, music, 

painting, poetry and many other fields. 

Aesthetics has been a branch of philosophy 

since its christening by A. Baumgarten (1714— 

62) in the 1700s. But im portant contributions 

have also come from other academic disci

plines, as well as from artists and art critics.

Contemporary aesthetics includes theory of 

the aesthetic, philosophy of the arts and ph il

osophy of arts criticism (G. Dickie). For 

Christians the most significant issues arising 

in these areas concern 1. aesthetic responsi

bility, 2. approaches to art, 3. social frame

works and 4. relationships between theology 

and philosophy. This article summarizes each 

issue in turn.

A esthetic responsib ility

To speak of 'aesthetic responsibility' is to 

challenge traditional aesthetics. Since 1.



Kant' s  infl uential Critique o f judgment 

(1790), aesthetic experience has often been 

regarded as a sanctuary from both natural 

necessity and moral obligation. In extreme 

positions ‘aesthetic experience' of ‘beauty’ or 

of ‘aesthetic objects’ has become a matter of 

enjoyment for enjoyment’s sake. One of the 

first provocative Christian challenges came 

from L. Tolstoy.* When he rejected ‘beauty’ 

as a defining feature of art, Tolstoy rejected 

'aesthetic experience’ itself as a poor excuse 

for irreligious, elitist hedonism.

Two Christian philosophers have recently 

challenged the traditional notion of beauty 

without rejecting ‘aesthetic experience’ as 

such. Distinguishing more carefully than 

Tolstoy between aesthetic and artistic excel

lence, both philosophers argue that all human 

beings have aesthetic responsibilities. N. 

W olterstorff makes a case for aesthetic excel

lence in cities and churches. C. Seerveld urges 

Christians to lead an ‘obedient aesthetic life’ 

in their families, dwellings and social interac

tions. Although disagreeing about the main 

features of aesthetic objects, both philos

ophers see the aesthetic dimension as one in 

which we are created to give God praise and 

called to seek Christ’s renewal.

A pproaches to art

Authors who retain traditional notions of 

beauty tend to condemn recent high art. This 

tendency is evident in writings by H. R. Rook- 

maaker (1922-1977) and F. A. Schaeffer.* 

Works by Picasso (1881-1974), Samuel 

Beckett (b. 1906) and Ingmar Bergman (b. 

1918) do not display the pleasurable 

proportion, integrity and brightness that 

Thomas Aquinas* associated with beauty. 

The lack of such features is often taken to 

signal artistic defects and cultural decay. 

Other authors, however, such as Harvey Cox 

(b. 1929) and Amos Wilder in The New 

Orpheus, praise some of modern art for its 

artistic power, its ability to unsettle comfort

able Christianity and its highlighting of social 

needs.

Linked to such divergent assessments are 

different theologies of culture.* How  Chris

tians practise and view the arts depends in 

part on how they relate to their culture and 

society. Isolationists tend to ward off contem

porary art as something dangerous to their 

faith. Synthetic and accommodating Chris

tians are inclined to use Christian teachings to

justify contemporary art, either as a liturgical 

means of worship or as something good in 

itself. Transformational Christians usually 

expect Christians to promote renewal within 

contemporary arts.

Two philosophical issues here concern art’s 

characteristic features and art's proper roles 

w ithin human life. Some response to these 

issues, no matter how vague, is already 

assumed in specific decisions about which 

works to promote or how to use arts in 

worship. Thus, for example, Tolstoy’s rejec

tion of Shakespeare and commendation of 

Charles Dickens assumes that art’s main task 

is to communicate feelings.

Following H. Osborne we may distinguish 

three types of Western philosophies about art. 

Instrumental theories understand art as a 

means of improvement, indoctrination, 

education or emotional expression. Referen

tial theories understand art as an im itation, 

reflection or projection of actual, ideal or 

imaginative realities. Formalist theories under

stand works of art as autonomous creations 

whose intrinsic worth lies in their formal and 

aesthetic properties.

Each type of theory fails to do justice to 

wide ranges of artistic projects and roles 

w ithin human life. A comprehensive Christian 

philosophy of the arts would try to correct 

and incorporate all three theories. Such a ph il

osophy would note, for example, that instru

mental theories often underestimate the 

intrinsic worth of the arts; referential theories 

often ignore the non-cognitive functions of 

art; and formalist theories often treat works of 

art as if they were nothing more than isolated 

objects of secular devotion.

Social fram ew orks

It cannot be denied that many works do func

tion as isolated objects of secular devotion. 

This fact has led some Christians to repudiate 

the ‘religion’ of art spawned by 19th-century 

Romanticism .* A more fruitful approach 

seems to lie in analysing the social frameworks 

w ithin which contemporary arts operate. 

Wolterstorff has described salient features of 

Western society’s ‘institution of high art’. This 

characteristic pattern of making and using art 

contributes directly to the isolation of high art 

and to aesthetic impoverishment in everyday 

life. Wolterstorff urges Christians to partici

pate thoughtfully in the institution of high art 

and to liberate life from high art’s spell.
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Though helpful, W olterstorff’s approach 

largely ignores W estern society’s institution of 

low art. Yet a good deal of our aesthetic 

impoverishment is prompted by popular 

music, film and advertising. These arts operate 

within what T. Adorno has called 'the culture 

industry’. In this institution commercial 

success is the primary goal. Even high arts 

in museums and concert halls seem to have 

become locked into an international culture 

industry. Christian criticisms of the arts and 

involvements in them might make little 

redemptive difference unless we address the 

economic basis for social frameworks of 

contemporary arts.

T heo logy  and  ph ilosophy

Christian artists and art critics often turn to 

theology for guidance. By itself, however, 

theology may prove insufficient. After noting 

that we have ‘no Christian philosophy of the 

arts’, for example, Dorothy Sayers tries to 

derive most o f her own aesthetics from a lay 

theology of creation. But her use of this 

theology is itself heavily indebted to a philos

ophy, namely R. G. Collingwood’s The Prin

ciples of A n  (Oxford, 1938).

No doubt theology should provide touch

stones for reflections about the arts and 

aesthetic experience. To become more service

able for art and life, however, such reflections 

need to be refined by philosophy, to which 

aesthetics belongs. Protestants have long been 

hampered by their lack of a cogent aesthetics. 

The aesthetics needed would be informed by 

Scripture, theology and Christian traditions 

but w'ould remain genuine philosophy. Used 

in conjunction with theological reflections, 

work in aesthetics by Christian philosophers 

could help free us to serve God and our neigh

bours more fully in matters artistic and 

aesthetic.

See also: B a l t h a s a r , H a n s  Ur s v o n .
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