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We h ave an  i n erad i c able propen si ty to  sc h em ati c  th i n ki n g,  w e d i vi d e li fe i n to
c lear ly d eli m i ted  areas,  eac h  assign ed  to  i ts o w n  d i sc ipli n e,  an d  w e let th e 
d i sc ipli n es h ave as li ttle as po ssi ble to  d o  w i th  eac h  o th er… w h en  w e spo n tan -
eo u sly th i n k i n  regi o n s i t i s d u e to  th e fac t th at w e spo n tan eo u sly th i n k o n ly
c u ltu ra lly.  Th e areas are c u ltu ra l areas an d  tw o  o f th em  are su ppo sed  to  be art
an d  eth i c s.  Bu t th en  w e h ave ju st fo rgo tten  o n e th i n g,  th e m o st i m po rtan t, th e
fac t th at a ll c u ltu re li ves o ff o f w h at i s n o t c u ltu re… th e qu esti o n  ra i sed  by 
c o llo c ati n g art an d  eth i c s i s th u s fi n a lly: Is th at,  w h i c h  i s c o n si d ered  eth i c a lly
evi l an d  d estru c ti ve a lso  u n -arti sti c ? To  th i s qu esti o n  I w i ll an sw er  yes. 1

K.  E.  Løgstru p

Wh en  th ro u gh  th e w ater ’s th i ckn ess I see th e ti led  bo tto m  o f th e po o l,  I d o  n o t
see i t despi te th e w ater  an d  th e reflec ti o n s; I see i t th ro u gh  th em  an d  bec au se
o f th em . If th ere w ere n o  d i sto rti o n s,  n o  r ipples o f su n ligh t, i f i t w ere w i th o u t
th at flesh  th at I saw  th e geo m etry o f th e ti les,  th en  I w o u ld  cease to  see i t as i t
i s an d  w h ere i t i s—w h i c h  i s to  say,  beyo n d  an y an y i d en ti c a l,  spec i fi c  place.  I
c an n o t say th at th e w ater  i tself—th e aqu eo u s po w er ,  th e syru py an d  sh i m m er-
i n g elem en t—i s i n space; a ll th i s i s n o t so m ew h ere else ei th er ,  bu t i t i s n o t i n
th e po o l.  It i n h abi ts i t,  i s m ater i a li zed  th ere,  yet i t i s n o t c o n ta i n ed  th ere; an d
i f I li ft m y eyes to w ard  th e sc reen  o f cypresses w h ere th e w eb o f reflec ti o n s plays,
I m u st rec ogn i ze th at th e w ater  vi si ts i t as w ell,  o r  at least sen d s o u t to  i t i ts
ac ti ve,  li vi n g essen ce.  Th i s i n n er  an i m ati o n , th i s rad i ati o n  o f th e vi si ble,  i s
w h at th e pai n ter  seeks ben eath , th e w o rd s depth, space an d color .2

M.  Mer leau -Po n ty
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The poli t ician and the art ist

Rec en tly, an  art ex h ib itio n  in  Sw ed en  eru p t-
ed  in to  an  in tern atio n al p o litic al sc an d al. Th e
ex h ib itio n  to o k  p lac e as p art o f a c o n feren c e
o n  g en o c id e, an d  th e p o litic al estab lish m en t
w as in vited  to  th e o p en in g . At th e sig h t o f an
in stallatio n  sh o w in g  th e  p o rtrait o f a
Palestin ian  su ic id e b o m b er p lac ed  o n  a sm all
b o at w h ic h  flo ated  in  a b asin  o f b lo o d -red
w ater, th e Israeli am b assad o r g o t so  fu rio u s
th at h e to re d o w n  th e sp o tlig h ts su rro u n d in g
th e in stallatio n  an d  th rew  th em  in to  th e
b asin . Th e p ress w as th ere o n  th e sp o t an d
m ed ia fro m  all o ver th e w o rld  c o vered  th e
sto ry. 

Th e am b assad o r m ain tain ed  th at h e h ad  th e
rig h t to  d estro y w h at h e c o n sid ered  n o t a
w o rk  o f art, b u t an  o u trag eo u s an ti-Sem itic
m an ifestatio n . Th e Sw ed ish  artist, h im self
Jew ish , w as o f c o u rse fu rio u s: n o t o n ly w as
h e vio lated  o n  a p erso n al an d  artistic  level,
b u t th e fo u n d atio n al p rin c ip le o f lettin g  art
ex p ress w h atever it w an ts to  w as also  c h al-
len g ed  b y su c h  an  ac t. Th e artist d em an d ed
th at th e am b assad o r m u st leave th e ex h ib i-
tio n , w h ic h  th e am b assad o r refu sed . Fin ally,
after m u c h  tu m u ltu o u s d eb atin g , h e w as
fo rc efu lly esc o rted  o u t b y ex h ib itio n  o ffic ials.

Th e in c id en t c au sed  a d ip lo m atic  c risis
b etw een  Sw ed en  an d  Israel, an d  th e p rim e
m in isters o f b o th  c o u n tries su p p o rted  th eir
c o u n trym en  b y th ro w in g  m o ral su sp ic io n  o n
th e m o tives o f th eir c o u n terp arts. Th e air w as
th ic k  w ith  self-rig h teo u s stan d p o in ts. 

It w as a farc e. Neverth eless, th e fu ry o f th e
p arties in vo lved  w as real, an d  th e etern al
q u estio n s o f artÕs relatio n  to  p o litic s, so c iety
an d  eth ic s in  g en eral w ere o n c e m o re tu rn ed
u p sid e d o w n  b y th e p ress an d  th e in vo lved
p arties. Sh o u ld  art tak e a p o litic al an d  m o ral
stan d  an d  c o m m it itself to  sp ec ific  id eas o r
view s? So m e o f th o se w h o  to o k  p art in  th e
d eb atin g , b u t far fro m  all, an sw ered  yes to
th is q u estio n , an d  it is a fac t th at m u c h  c o n -
tem p o rary art g ives ex p ressio n  to  p o litic al
view s. O th ers m ain tain  th at art h as to  p ro tec t
its au to n o m y an d  freed o m  fro m  u sefu ln ess if
it w an ts to  k eep  its essen tial valu e.

Let m e g ive an o th er ex am p le o f Òp o litic alÓ art
th at g ives rise to  a so m ew h at d ifferen t q u es-
tio n : a g ro u p  o f D an ish  artists h ave started
th e p ro d u c tio n  o f so ft d rin k s b y u sin g  raw
m aterials fro m  Latin -Am eric an  farm ers. Th e
p ro d u c tio n  c irc u m ven ts th e all-d o m in atin g
p ro d u c tio n  stru c tu res o f th e b ig  in tern atio n al
c o m p an ies, an d  th e su rp lu s sales are d irec ted
b ac k  to  th e farm ers. Th e artists th em selves
d istrib u te th e so ft d rin k , an d , lik e th e b ig
c o m p an ies, th ey h ave m ad e vid eo s fo r sales
p ro m o tio n  in  w h ic h  th e farm ers p resen t th eir
p ro d u c t. 

Th e q u estio n  th at arises is: w h at m ak es th is
altern ative so ft d rin k  p ro d u c tio n  art? Th e fac t
th at th e p ro d u c tio n  team  c o n sists o f artists?
Wh ere d o es th e lin e fall b etw een  a p o litic al
ac tio n Ñ p resu m ab ly c arried  b y m o ral in d ig -
n atio n Ñ an d  an  Òaesth etic Ó w o rk  o f art? Can
w e d istin g u ish  b etw een  th e tw o ?

Th e q u estio n s assu m e th at eth ic s an d  aes-
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th etic s are sep arate areas an d  th at th ey c an  b e
k ep t sep arate. Th e q u estio n s assu m e th at
th ey b elo n g  to  d ifferen t d isc o u rses, eac h  w ith
its o w n  p rac tic al life . An d  th at is o f c o u rse
tru e. Th yssen , a D an ish  p h ilo so p h er, m ain -
tain s th at th ey are Òn eu tral to  eac h  o th erÑ
n eith er n ec essary en em ies n o r n ec essary
frien d s. Th erefo re th ey c an  w o rk  to g eth er,
n o t o b jec tively, b u t asso c iatively.Ó3 An o th er
D an ish  p h ilo so p h er, L¿ g stru p , d o es n o t ag ree
w ith  th is: if eth ic s an d  aesth etic s are k ep t sep -
arate, b o th  w ill lo se th eir th ru st.

Wh ile eth ic s fin d s its p o in t o f d ep artu re in
h u m an  relatio n s an d  th en  b ro ad en s o u t in
m an y d irec tio n s, aesth etic s is u su ally u n d er-
sto o d  as c o n sistin g  o f reflec tio n s o n  p rac -
tic es, th eo ries an d  id eas c o n c ern in g  art.
Fu rth erm o re, o n e o f th e m o re im p o rtan t
areas o f aesth etic  d isc u ssio n  is c o n c ern ed
w ith  p lac in g  th e c o n c ep t o f art as su c h . Th e
aesth etic  d isc u ssio n  b ec o m es a d isc u ssio n  o f
fo u n d atio n s. Th e fac t th at w e, w h en  c o n -
fro n ted  w ith  c ertain  w o rk s o f art, h ave h ad
lo n g -stan d in g  d iffic u lties in  fig u rin g  o u t h o w
an d  w h at to  th in k  ab o u t th em  p lays an
im p o rtan t ro le in  aesth etic  d isc o u rse. Th e
ex am p le o f th e so ft d rin k  p ro d u c tio n  illu s-
trates th is. Bu t th e tu rb u len c e su rro u n d in g
th e Sw ed ish  in stallatio n  is also  fo o d  fo r
th o u g h t, an d  ac c o rd in g  to  th e Israeli am b as-
sad o r th is in stallatio n  w as n o t art, b u t p ro p a-
g an d a an d  evil slan d er.

O n  th e o n e h an d , art allo w s itself to  b e u sed
in  favo u r o f a sp ec ific  id ea, an d  o n  th e o th er
h an d , it refu ses to  b e th e stan d ard -b earer o f
w e ll-d e fin ed  attitu d e s an d  stan d p o in ts.

Pu sh ed  to  ex trem es, art h as n o  m aster. No
sp ec ific  area o f life c an  c laim  it as its o w n .
Th is is n o th in g  n ew , an d  n eith er is th e
attem p t n ew  o f b in d in g  art to  an  eth ic ally
Òrig h tÓ c au se. Rath er, it c an  b e seen  as o n e
rec u rrin g  attem p t am o n g  m an y to  g ive art a
Òm aster,Ó to  d irec tly d efin e th e sc en e u p o n
w h ic h  it o u g h t to  p lay an d  th u s c o m m it its
q u estio n ab le b u t n everth eless p ersisten t ex is-
ten c e to  so m eth in g  b eyo n d  itself.

Th e situ atio n  is alm o st th e o p p o site w h ere
eth ic s is c o n c ern ed . We are all Òeth ic ally
c o m m itted Ó as in d ivid u als an d  as m em b ers o f
d ifferen t g ro u p s, c o m m u n ities, p ro fessio n s
an d  n atio n s. Eth ic s is so m eth in g  w e h ave,  o r
o u g h t to  h ave,  so m eth in g  alm o st o w n ed . An y
area, p ro fessio n al o r o th erw ise, h as its eth ic al
c o d e. An y p o litic al p arty c laim s to  stan d  o n  a
fo u n d atio n  o f valu es, th ese d ays o ften  c alled
Ch r i sti an  va lu es ( an d  in  th e lig h t o f th e real-
ity o f so -c alled  Ch ristian  p o litic s, o n e c an
o n ly b e ash am ed ) . In  th e c o m m erc ial w o rld ,
to  h ave an  eth ic al p o licy is p art o f p ro d u c t
b ran d in g : eth ic s sig n als q u ality.

Has art an  eth ic s? Hard ly in  th e sen se
d esc rib ed  ab o ve. Bu t w h at d o es art h ave?
Ho w  c an  w e p h rase th e q u estio n  so  th at it
m ak es sen se? It is in c o n testab le th at eth ic s
an d  aesth etic s are tw o  d ifferen t areas. Still,  I
b elieve th ey rest o n  a c o m m o n  ex p erien c e:
th e w o r ld  c a lls an d  I respo n d .

Th e Òd ialo g u eÓ b etw een  th e w o rld  an d  th e
h u m an  b ein g  is o p en  an d  in fin ite . A resp o n se
to  th e w o rld Õs c all h as to  b e fo u n d  an ew  eac h
tim e. Th is is a h eavy d em an d  to  p lac e o n  u s
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an d  o n  o u r ex p erien c e o f reality, so  h ab its an d  n o rm s len d  a h an d ,
d efin e th e situ atio n  an d  su p p ly u s w ith  su itab le resp o n ses. In n er an d
o u ter resp o n d in g -system s o f all k in d s see to  it th at everyd ay life fu n c -
tio n s reaso n ab ly ad eq u ately. 

Bu t th e resp o n se o f h ab it an d  n o rm  is n o t alw ays su ffi-
c ien t. It is c h allen g ed , an d  n o t least so  in  th e en c o u n ter
w ith  art an d  w ith  th e o th er p erso n Ñ th u s b o th  eth ic ally
an d  aesth etic ally. Th e tw o  ex am p les o f art g iven  at th e
b eg in n in g  are c h allen g in g , eac h  in  its o w n  w ay, an d  w e
all rem em b er situ atio n s w h ere o u r p rec o n c ep tio n s an d
h ab itu al resp o n ses to  o th er p eo p le w ere n o t at all su ffi-
c ien t in  an  ac tu al en c o u n ter.

All th in g s c o n sid ered , h ab its an d  n o rm s h ave a p ro p en -
sity to  Òb reak  d o w n .Ó Th e in d ivid u al Òsystem Ó o f p re-
c o n c ep tio n s m ay b e c h allen g ed  in  su c h  a w ay th at a
h ab itu al resp o n se g ets stu c k  in  th e th ro at. A sim ilar
th in g  h ap p en s to  in stitu tio n s o f o ffic ial o p in io n , even
th o u g h  th eir d efen ses ag ain st an  o n slau g h t are very
m u c h  stro n g er. Ho w  d o  I resp o n d  to  th e p h o to g rap h  in  th e red  b asin -
sea? Ho w  d o es th e art in stitu tio n  lo o k  u p o n  th e so ft d rin k  p ro d u c tio n  as
a w o rk  o f art?

Th e en c o u n ter o f art an d  th e o th er p erso n  c an  ac t as a d istu rb an c e.
Wh eth er w h at is d istu rb ed  c o n sists o f p etrified  h ab its o r o f in stitu tio n al-
iz ed  ru le system s, th ey are at tim es c o n fro n ted  b y so m eth in g  to  w h ic h
th ere is n o  q u ic k  an d  su itab le resp o n se. An d  th at is lu c k y. We live n o t
o n ly fro m  w h at w e k n o w  an d  u n d erstan d , b u t also  fro m  th at to  w h ic h
th ere is n o  im m ed iate resp o n se, th at w h ic h  o u r u n d erstan d in g  d o es n o t
en c o m p ass.

Th e p h ilo so p h ers L¿ g stru p  an d  Merleau -Po n ty h ave b o th  b een  in ten se-
ly en g ag ed  w ith  th e aesth etic  area, an d  I d raw  o n  th eir th o u g h ts in  th e
fo llo w in g . Bo th  c o n sid er th e aesth etic  ex p erien c e d ec isive to  th e h u m an
b ein g , an d  b o th  th in k  th at th e arts h ave so m eth in g  c ru c ial to  say ab o u t
th e h u m an  c o n d itio n . Merleau -Po n ty is p artic u larly en g ag ed  in  th e rela-
tio n  b etw een  sen sin g  an d  th in k in g . He d o es n o t w rite ab o u t eth ic s: th is
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is L¿ g stru p Õs d o m ain , an d  if w e fo llo w
L¿ g stru p , w e arrive u n avo id ab ly at q u estio n s
p ertain in g  to  th e relatio n sh ip  b etw een  eth ic s
an d  aesth etic s an d  th u s also  at th e q u estio n s
raised  b y p o litic al art. Let u s start b y fo llo w -
in g  th e p h ilo so p h ers in  th eir ap p ro ac h  to  a i s-
th esi s as th at w h ic h  revo lves aro u n d  sen sin g ,
in  o rd er to  c o n n ec t to  art in  its p o litic al
sh ap e.

To inhabi t  the world

To d ay, few  d are m ain tain  th at th e g o o d  an d
th e b eau tifu l, th e eth ic al an d  th e aesth etic
c o m e an d  m u st b e th o u g h t o f to g eth er. Th is
is n everth eless w h at th e Am eric an  p syc h o lo -
g ist Jam es Hillm an  d o es. ÒTh e th o u g h t o f th e
h eartÓ is o u r aesth etic  resp o n se to  th e w o rld
an d  its even ts. If th is resp o n se is b lu n ted ,
Òan -aesth etisiz ed ,Ó as h e says, th e w o rld  an d
w e b ec o m e n o t o n ly u g ly, b u t evil as w ell;
th e w o rld  ap p ears as Ò...m ere b an ality. Th e
u g ly n o w  is w h atever w e n o  lo n g er n o tic e,
th e sim p ly b o rin g , fo r th is k ills th e h eart.Ó4 A
d ead  h eart c an  ac t atro c io u sly.

In  H illm an Õs view , w e live o ff o f th e b eau ty
th at to u c h es an d  b reak s th ro u g h  th e in sen si-
b ility an d  effic acy o f everyd ay life . Beau ty
m ak es th e w o rld  real.

Su c h  th o u g h ts are c lo se to  h o w  L¿ g stru p
th in k s, an d  alth o u g h  Merleau -Po n ty n ever
lin k s eth ic s an d  aesth etic s p h ilo so p h ic ally, h e
feels o b lig ed  to  c ry o u t to  a w o rld  th at
ig n o res th e fo u n d atio n al ro le o f sen sin g . He
w arn s ag ain st an  o verw h elm in g  Òsc ien tific a-

tio n Ó o f th e h u m an  c o n d itio n . It is h ig h  tim e
w e start to  th in k , h e w rites aro u n d  1960, an d
th in k  d i fferen tly. We m u st test o th er id eas. If
w e ig n o re th e state o f th e w o rld  an d  its in su f-
fic ien t o r even  d an g ero u s th o u g h t h ab its,
th ere is a risk  th at w e Ò...en ter in to  a sleep , o r
n ig h tm are fro m  w h ic h  th ere is n o  aw ak en -
in g .Ó5 Bo th  L¿ g stru p  an d  Merleau -Po n ty are
d eep ly m ark ed  b y th e Sec o n d  Wo rld  War an d
th e fo llo w in g  years. Th e w o rld  is serio u sly
o u t o f o rd er. Life is p rec io u s, an d  k illin g  is
th e easiest th in g .

We in h ab it th e w o rld . ÒTh e w o rld Ó is w h at
ap p ears rig h t h ere in  fro n t o f m y eyes as w ell
as w h at I im ag in e an d  th in k  ab o u t it. Even  if
th o u g h t, im ag in atio n  an d  sen sin g  are in ter-
w o ven  in  su c h  a w ay th at sep aratin g  th em  is
n o t p o ssib le , th ey all rest o n  w h at Merleau -
Po n ty c alls Òth e p rim acy o f p erc ep tio n .Ó As
sen sin g  b ein g s, w e are in tertw in ed  w ith  th e
w o rld  an d  eac h  o th er.

We Òin h ab itÓ th e w ell-k n o w n . Ho m e is w h ere
th in g s are as th ey w ere yesterd ay. Th e w ell-
k n o w n  b ec o m es ex p erien tial p attern s, w h ic h
rein fo rc e th em selves. Th ey b ec o m e h ab its.
My c u p  o f tea u su ally stan d s th ere, an d  if I
h ave p lac ed  a c u p  in  w h ic h  I w ash  m y p ain t-
b ru sh es c lo se to  th at sp o t, I d rin k  fro m  it. It
tastes aw fu l, b u t I d o  it m o re th an  o n c e. We
see an d  h ear an d  ac t as w e u su ally d o .
Sen sin g , o r rath er o u r in terp retatio n  o f it, ac ts
ac c o rd in g  to  an  estab lish ed  Òc o n ven tio n .Ó
Hab it d ec id es h o w  to  resp o n d , an d  th is is a
b ig  relief in  a c o m p lex  everyd ay life . Im ag in e
if w e h ad  to  o rien t o u rselves an ew  eac h  tim e
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w e h ad  to  tak e c are o f th e th o u san d  th in g s w e d o  eac h  d ay.

Bu t h ab it c o m es at a p ric e. Th e p ric e o f its c o n ven tio n -p reservin g
p ro p en sity is lo ss o f w h at falls o u tsid e its ran g e. Hab it b en d s in to  itself,
fo llo w s its o w n  ru les, an d  ru les c an  n eith er see n o r
h ear. Ru les relate Òin  g en eralÓ to  th at w h ic h  ap p ears in
fro n t o f o n eÕs n o se. Bo u n d  b y h ab it, w e rarely ex p eri-
en c e th at w h ic h  lies o u tsid e th e o rd er m ain tain ed  b y it
u n less th e stran g e an d  d ifferen t b ec o m es so  in sisten t
th at th e o rd er is c h allen g ed  an d  Òb reak s d o w n .Ó Tea
tastes very d ifferen t fro m  w ater w ith  p ain t. Yo u  are d if-
feren t fro m  m e, even  th o u g h  w e are lik e eac h  o th er.

We h ave c reated  th e ru les, b u t w e are also  c reated  b y th em . We th in k
an d  u n d erstan d  c u ltu rally, as L¿ g stru p  says in  th e q u o te o p en in g  th is
artic le . Yet w e ex ist in  term s o f th e c o n d itio n s o f sen sin g , an d  sen sin g
is Òn atu re.Ó In d eed  w e are c u ltu ral b ein g s th ro u g h  an d  th ro u g h , an d  th e
ru lin g  c u ltu ral o rd er ( in  all its p lu rality)  o verp o w ers sen sin g  to  su c h  a
d eg ree th at in terp retatio n  an d  u n d erstan d in g  c an n o t b e sep arated  fro m
an  im ag in ed  Òp u reÓ sen sin g . Neverth eless, th e tw o  p h ilo so p h ers m ain -
tain , th o u g h t an d  in terp retatio n  rest o n  a Òn atu reÓ th at is n o t c u ltu re. An d
in  o p p o sitio n  to  m an y later p h ilo so p h ers, th ey say th at w e h ave a c er-
tain  ac c ess to  th is p re-c u ltu ral g ro u n d . Wh en  th e u su al w ay o f relatin g
to  th e w o rld  ap p ears as in su ffic ien t an d  th e lan g u ag e o f u n d erstan d in g
an d  m ean in g  is rep lac ed  b y silen c e, so m eth in g  ap p ears th at earlier o n
w as h id d en . Merleau -Po n ty sp eak s o f a p re-lin g u istic  an d  im m ed iate
sen se-u n d erstan d in g , w h ic h  all later u n d erstan d in g  arises fro m  an d  is
n o u rish ed  b y. Th e u n d erstan d in g  o f lan g u ag e th en  b len d s in  an d  m ix es
w ith  it. Still,  sen sin g  is th e o rig in  o f lan g u ag e an d  th o u g h t.

L¿ g stru p  ag rees. He p o in ts to  w h at h e c alls th e so vereig n  o r sp o n ta-
n eo u s life u tteran c es, c ertain  h u m an  ex p erien c es w h ic h  c an  b e fo u n d  in
all c u ltu res an d  th erefo re c an n o t b e c o n sid ered  as Òso c ial c o n stru c ts.Ó
Th e sp o n tan eo u s life u tteran c es c atc h  u s an d  th ro w  u s o u t in to  ac ts th at
are n o t g ro u n d ed  in  ratio n al reflec tio n , b u t o n ly h ave th e Òc allÓ o f th e
w o rld  an d  o f th e o th er p erso n  as th eir so le , im m ed iate, sen sib le an d
Òaesth etic Ó g u id elin e. Lo ve an d  h o p e are q u alities w h ic h  n o b o d y c an
c o n stru c t. Th ey are g iven , an d  ap p ear as g ifts g iven  b y Òlife itself.Ó
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To  sen se is to  b e en tan g led  w ith  th e w o rld .
We c an n o t sen se o n c e an d  fo r all. To  sen se
is to  b e ac tively in vo lved , to  b e p art o f a Òc re-
atio n Ó th at takes p art all th e time. L¿ g stru p
says:

O u tsid e o u r b o d y, at a d istan c e from
it,  so o n  c lo se b y so o n  far aw ay is th e
mu sic  o f th e g rassh o p p er an d  th e c ry
o f th e sw allo w , b u t n o t o u tsid e an d  at
a d istan c e from o u r h earin g . Bu t th e
sen sin g  p erso n  is n o t th e g rassh o p -
p erÕs mu sic  an d  c ry o f th e sw allo w !
Well, th at is as o n e sees it.  Th e sen s-
in g  p erso n  is n o t th e o rig in ato r,  th at is
tru e, th at is th e g rassh o p p er an d  th e
sw allo w . An d  w h en  th e sen sin g  p er-
so n  c an  h ear th e mu sic  an d  th e c ry, 
it is b ec au se h e is in sc rib ed  in  th e 
u n iverse b y h is n erves an d  sen se
ap p aratu s.6

Reflec tio n  an d  u n d erstan d in g  p u sh  sen sin g  to
th e b ackg ro u n d  so  th at w e b elieve it to  b e a
mere c irc umstan c e o f th o u g h t an d  sp eec h .
Bu t sen sin g  is fu n d amen tal in  o rd er to  b e
ab le to  main tain  th e u n d erstan d in g  o f lan -
g u ag e. Th e g rassh o p p erÕs mu sic  an d  th e c ry
o f th e sw allo w  make sp eakin g  b ein g s o f u s.

Th e sen sin g  ( n o t th e ÒIÓ)  w an ts to  ÒtalkÓ; it
w an ts to  b e  artic u lated ,  says L¿ g stru p .
Merleau -Po n ty w rites ab o u t Òth e d esire o f
sp eec h .Ó His arg umen tatio n  an d  in ten tio n  is
d ifferen t from L¿ g stru p Õs, b u t h is p o in t is sim-
ilar: w ith o u t sen sin g , n o  lan g u ag e an d  n o
u n d erstan d in g .  Wh ile  L¿ g stru p  c o n sid ers
sen sin g  Òin c omp reh en sib leÓ u n til lan g u ag e

an d  artic u latio n  take o ver an d  c reate a d is-
tan c e to  th e sen sed , Merleau -Po n ty main tain s
th at sen sin g  ac tu ally Òu n d erstan d sÓ b y mean s
o f its b u ilt-in  amb ig u ity an d  o th ern ess to
itself. I am th e o b jec t o f my o w n  sen sin g ; I
am b o th  sen sed  an d  sen sin g Ñ b y myself an d
b y th e o th er p erso n  w ith  th e fo reig n  g az e.
Th ro u g h  th is d o u b le c o n d itio n , th e sp eec h
an d  u n d erstan d in g  o f lan g u ag e emerg es.

Un d erstan d in g  lives a self-fu lfillin g  life o f its
o w n . Eith er th e ap p aren tly stran g e is assimi-
lated  to  a p revio u s u n d erstan d in g , o r it is
ig n o red . Eith er I learn  th at th e tea c u p  an d
th e c u p  o f p ain tin g  w ater are tw o  d ifferen t
th in g s, o r I w ill g o  o n  ex p erien c in g  th at fo r
in ex p lic ab le reaso n s th e tea tastes aw fu l
sometimes. Th is is, ro u g h ly, w h at L¿ g stru p
c alls livin g  Òtrivially,Ó an d  th at is h o w  w e live
mo st o f th e time.

Sometimes, h o w ever,  th e triviality is c h al-
len g ed . Someth in g  b reaks in to  my reality,
an d  if my rep erto ry o f u n d erstan d ab les d o es
n o t su p p ly me w ith  a su ffic ien t resp o n se, my
u n d erstan d in g  c o llap ses. Th e d ialo g u e c ar-
ried  b y h ab it resp o n d s n o n sen sic ally to  w h at
ap p ears sen seless, resu ltin g  in  d iso rien tatio n .
Fo r a momen t th e w o rld  sto p s. Wh at n o w ?

Th is lack o f o rien tatio n  is also  an  o p en in g .
Bu t an  o p en in g  to  w h at? Th e d ialo g u e h as to
b e re-in ven ted , so  to  sp eak,  b ec au se resp o n d
I mu st; I c an n o t h elp  it.  No t b ec au se a mo ral
ru le says so , b u t b ec au se it is a c o n d itio n  o f
livin g . Ig n o rin g  th e situ atio n  b y tu rn in g  my
b ack to  it is also  a resp o n se.
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An y resp o n se is fo rm  an d  c o n ten t, tw o  sid es o f th e sam e th in g .
So m etim es o n e sid e d o m in ates an d  th e o th er w ith d raw s, b u t to  sep arate
th em  is n o t p o ssib le . Rath er, th ey c an  b e d ifferen tly em p h asiz ed  o r
sw itc h  p lac es. Fo rm  b ec o m es th e c o n ten t, o r reversely, th e c o n ten t o f
th e said  o versh ad o w s th e fo rm  o r th e w ay in  w h ic h
so m eth in g  is said . Th e artist k n o w s th is. Th erefo re, to
c all o n ly th e fo rm  o r w ay o f respo n d i n g aesth etic  d o es
n o t w o rk .

Th e fo rm -an d -c o n ten t o f m y resp o n se is n ever g iven .
To  artic u late it is m y resp o n sib ility. It is m y respo n si bi l-
i ty to  g ive fo rm -an d -c o n ten t to  m y respo n se, an d  th u s
tak e c are o f th at w h ic h  ap p ears in  m y life . Th e resp o n se
is th e w ay in  w h ic h  I tak e c are o f w h at I m o re o r less
ac c id en tally en c o u n ter, an d  I c an  d o  th at in  tw o  w ays:
eith er b y m ain ly fo c u sin g  o n  th at o u t-th ere o r b y listen -
in g  to  th at in -h ereÑ an d  fo r a m o m en t ig n o re th at th ese
tw o  p o in ts o f referen c e c an n o t b e sep arated  eith er. In  th e few  h ap p y
tim es w h en  th e p o sitio n s sp o n tan eo u sly c o in c id e, th e resp o n se o r u tter-
an c e is p erh ap s w h at L¿ g stru p  Òin ven tsÓ as a so vereig n  life u tteran c e.
With  n o  u lterio r m o tives an d  n o  d eviatio n  aro u n d  th o u g h t, th e resp o n se
tak es c are o f th e d em an d s o f th e situ atio n . Essen tially, L¿ g stru p  says,
th is is an  ac t o f lo ve. No  rec ip e ex ists fo r su c h  a resp o n se. It is risk in g
o n eÕs n ec k . 

Th e resp o n se o f th e Israeli am b assad o r to  th e in stallatio n  w as to  d estro y
it an d  ac c u se th e artist o f an ti-Sem itism : a rath er alarm in g  resp o n se. Th e
resp o n se o f th e artist w as to  h ave th e am b assad o r th ro w n  o u t o f th e
ex h ib itio n . Th e resp o n se o f th e p rim e m in isters w as to  sen d  n o tes to
eac h  o th er. Th e resp o n se o f a Palestin ian  su ic id e b o m b er to  h er life sit-
u atio n  w as to  m ak e a livin g  b o m b  o u t o f h erself an d  k ill o th ers. My
resp o n se as m ed ia-au d ien c e w as o n c e ag ain  to  realiz e h o w  easy it is to
tak e o ffen c e w h en  c h allen g ed , an d  h o w  d iffic u lt it c an  b e to  fin d  an y
ad eq u ate an sw er in  th e fac e o f h o p elessn ess an d  d esp air.

Th e ex am p les sh o w  th at th e aesth etic  respo n d i n g is en tan g led  w ith  eth -
ic al respo n si bi li ty. O n ly in  an alytic al reflec tio n  is it p o ssib le to  sep arate
th em . Life c alls an d  I resp o n d . Call-an d -resp o n se is n o t o n ly a rh eto ric
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o r mu sic al fig u re. It is also  an  ex isten tial.

Art and l i fe

A w o rk o f artÑ if w e assume th at it ex ists
w ith o u t really kn o w in g  w h at it isÑ is n o t
alive in  th e w ay a h uman  b ein g  is. Still,  th ey
sh are c o n d itio n s. Bo th  ex ist o n  terms d efin ed
b y sen sin g , an d  b o th  live o ff o f th eir c ommu -
n ic ative situ atio n . Th ey ÒtalkÓ an d  w an t to  b e
Òtalked  to .Ó

Ac c o rd in g  to  th e tw o  aesth etic -p h en omen o -
lo g ic al th inkers, th e sen se o f sen sin g  is lan -
g u ag e, everyd ay lan g u ag e as w ell as th e lan -
g u ag e o f art. Sc ien tific  lan g u ag e sh ares th ese
c o n d itio n s as w ell, b u t h as Òfo rg o tten Ó it, an d
th at is o n e o f th e d an g ers Merleau -Po n ty
w arn s u s ag ain st. Th e sc ien tific  view  ru n s 
th e risk o f ig n o rin g  th e fac t th at it stan d s
u p o n  w h at is n o t sc ien c e, th e ex p erien c e o f
a i sth esi s.

Everyd ay lan g u ag e an d  th e lan g u ag e o f art
are n o t alw ays easy to  sep arate: th e n ew er
th e w o rk o f art is, th e mo re d iffic u lt it seems
to  b e to  d istin g u ish  th em from eac h  o th er.
Th e p lay itself w ith  th e b o rd ers o f lan g u ag e
h as b ec ome p art o f art-makin g . Still,  L¿ g stru p
an d  Merleau -Po n ty b o th  main tain  th at artistic
lan g u ag e c atc h es someth in g  th at g o es u n n o -
tic ed  b y everyd ay lan g u ag e, an d  it is p rec ise-
ly th is u n n o tic ed  m o re th at makes art o f art.

An d  th e o th er p erso n Ñ d o es sh e b rin g  m o re?
In  th e d esc rip tio n s o f th e effec t o f art an d  th e
o th er p erso n , o n e is stru ck b y th e similarity o f

th e vo c ab u lary: b o th  are Òamb ig u o u sÓ in  th eir
ex p ressio n , d efyin g  lin ear ex p lan atio n s; b o th
are o p en  to  man y in terp retatio n s. An y in ter-
p retatio n  o f a p erso n  o r a w o rk o f art c an , at
b est, o n ly b e p artial, n o t least th e in terp reta-
tio n s th at c laim to  c atc h  th e fu ll p ic tu re. Th e
en c o u n ter w ith  art an d  th e o th er p erso n
o p en s to  d istu rb an c es an d  Òru p tu resÓ o f p re-
c o n c ep tio n s an d  o p in io n s. Wh atever th e p re-
vailin g  o rd er mig h t b e, it is th reaten ed  b y th e
ac tu al en c o u n ter. Th ere are alw ays b lin d
sp o ts to  an y p o in t o f view Ñ th at is almo st
w h at d efin es a p o in t o f view Ñ an d  if th e p er-
sp ec tive c h an g es, someth in g  else w ill lie in
d arkn ess. Playin g  w ith  th e th o u g h t th at ÒallÓ
p ersp ec tives c o u ld  b e ad d ed  to  eac h  o th er
an d  p ro vid e u s w ith  a fu ll, w h o le p ic tu re d is-
reg ard s th e fac t th at th e b lin d  sp o ts w o u ld
mu ltip ly as w ell an d  th at c ertain  p ersp ec tives
w o u ld  c an c el eac h  o th er o u t o r c reate n o n -
sen se to g eth er.

Th e en c o u n ter is a-systematic ; systems o f
th o u g h t may reveal a g reat d eal, b u t th ere
w ill alw ays b e m o re. Th e en c o u n ter Òsc ram-
b les th e c ateg o ries,Ó as Merleau -Po n ty says. It
c reates d iso rd er o f my u n d erstan d in g  an d
makes a mess o f th e ru lin g  metap h o rs. Th is is
b ec au se th ere is alw ays someth in g  Òstran g eÓ
an d  Òo th erÓ p resen t, an d  th is is w h at makes
u s see an d  h ear in  th e first p lac e. In d eed , th is
w o rk o f art lo oks like someth in g  I h ave seen
b efo re, p artic u larly if I am an  art h isto rian
train ed  in  searc h in g  fo r th e typ ic al. Bu t th e
typ ic al is b lin d  to  w h at lies o u tsid e th e typ e.
Th is c ertain ly g o es fo r h uman  b ein g s as w ell
as art. Th e o th er p erso n  is Òan o th er myself,Ó
b u t h e o r sh e is ju st as mu c h  a stran g er.
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We live fro m  th e stran g e an d  d istu rb in g . As n ec essary as h ab its are, so
in su ffic ien t are th ey. Un d erstan d in g  is n o u rish ed  b y its c rac k s an d
c revic es, b ec au se th at is w h ere th e w o rld  sn eak s in  an d  says: th ere is
m o re. Th at is its c all. I w ill n ever g et a c o m p lete h o ld  o f th e situ atio n ,
an d  if I d id , th ere w o u ld  b e little left to  su rp rise m e. To
m aster th e situ atio n  m ay b e th e d ream  o f Òth e c o n -
q u ero r,Ó th e o n e w h o  L¿ g stru p  talk s ab o u t w h en  h e
says th at Òw e w alk  o ver d ead  b o d ies to  reac h  o u r
g o als.Ó So m eth in g  k eep s m o vin g . Th e w o rld  sh ivers.
O n ly d ead  b o d ies lie c o m p letely still.

Ho w  c an  I sp eak  to  yo u  an d  h o w  w ill yo u  resp o n d ?
Will yo u  c atc h  m y sp eec h  Òat th e o th er en d Ó o r ju st
stare at m e as if I w ere an  in terestin g  in sec t?

So m etim es I m u st stan d  still an d  w ait.  Th is is th e w o rld Õs m o st u n -h ero -
ic  resp o n se, b u t it m ay tak e c o u rag e. To  resp o n d  is n o t to  c o n q u er.  It is
to  m ak e o n eself availab le, also , an d  p erh ap s p artic u larly, to  w h at I d o
n o t u n d erstan d : th e stran g e, th e stran g er.  

Th is is n o t a reaso n ab le ac t.  It is u n reaso n ab le to  arg u e in  favo r o f so m e-
th in g  o n e d o es n o t u n d erstan d . Bu t p erh ap s u n -reaso n  h as its p lac e.
Perh ap s it k eep s th e d ialo g u e o p en  an d  th ro w s lig h t u p o n  th e very
n atu re o f u n d erstan d in g , th is in tellig ib ility o r u n d erstan d ab ility, w h ic h
Merleau -Po n ty m ain tain s m u st b e Òth o u g h t an ew .Ó Perh ap s a seed  to
Òth in k in g  an ew Ó lies in  th e en tan g lem en t o f eth ic s an d  aesth etic s, th ese
areas o r Òw o rld  in terp retatio n sÓ ( L¿ g stru p ) , w h ic h  eac h  live th eir o w n
life , b u t live alo n e o n ly w ith  d iffic u lty.

Th e p o litic al w o rk  o f art is an  ex am p le o f c ro ssin g  areas, an d  it m ay b e
im p o ssib le to  d ec id e w h ere p o litic s starts an d  art en d s. If eth ic s an d  aes-
th etic s c o -h ab it,  th is is n o t th e c ase w ith  p o litic s an d  art.  Th ey h ave a
ten se an d , d ep en d in g  o n  w h o m  o n e ask s, an  an tag o n istic  relatio n sh ip Ñ
u n less yo u  d ec id e th at Òall art is p o litic al,Ó a slo g an  fro m  m y yo
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o th er strateg y is p ro p ag ated , c o m p lex ity is
red u c ed , an d  I su p p o se th is is u n avo id ab le in
p o litic s an d  p erh ap s even  h elp fu l. It h elp s m e
to  m an eu verÑ irresp ec tive o f h o w  m u c h  I
m ay d isag ree w ith  th e c h o sen  strateg y an d
p ersp ec tive. Art u su ally h as a p ro b lem  w ith
th is red u c tio n , b u t w e are m o vin g  in  a g rey
z o n e. Th e ex am p les o f p o litic al art I g ave in
th e b eg in n in g  m ak e th is c lear.

Th e p ro b lem  is o b vio u s w h en  w e th in k  o f
p o litic al artw o rk s o f th e m o re m o raliz in g
k in d . Th ey are Òsim p ly b o rin g ,Ó m ere m es-
sag e an d  p red ic tab ility. I m ay o r m ay n o t
ag ree, b u t I am  n o t su rp rised . I h ave alread y
u n d ersto o d  th e m essag e. Th e m o re b o m b as-
tic  th e m essag e, th e so o n er I tu rn  aw ay. Th e
w o rk  h as lo st artistic  ap p eal, b ec o m e Òu g ly.Ó
Th e aesth etic  red u c tio n Ñ n o t th e sam e as a
few  c o lo u rs an d  sim p le sh ap esÑ h as tu rn ed
art in to  p reac h in g  an d  b etter k n o w in g , an d
w h o  w an ts to  listen  to  th at fo r an y lo n g er?

An d  is n o t th e c ase w ith  th e p o litic al ac tio n
p rec isely th e sam e th in g ? In  o rd er to  w o rk ,
m u st it n o t,  lik e th e w o rk  o f art,  ÒsayÓ so m e-
th in g  I d id  n o t fo resee? Mu st it n o t say m o re
th an  w h at g o es w ith o u t sayin g ?

A sign of hope

Wh en  it is n o t p o ssib le an y m o re to  d elim it a
w o rk  o f art fro m  so m eth in g  else, a c ertain
w o rry em erg es o n  b eh alf o f th e fu tu re o f art:
is it d yin g ? Is n o t th e fu tu re o f art g lu ed  to  th e
ex isten c e o f so m eth in g  c alled  Òa w o rk  o f artÓ?
Is it n o t d ec isive, th en , th at w e b e ab le to  d is-

tin g u ish  b etw een  art an d  n o t-art? Mu st art n o t
sp eak  a lan g u ag e th at is d istin c t fro m  o th er
lan g u ag es?

Th e an sw ers are all lean in g  to w ard  a Òyes,Ó
b u t a h esitan t yes; b ec au se th ere is m o reÉ

Wh at h ap p en s if w e tu rn  th e assu m ed  p ro b -
lem  u p sid e d o w n ? In stead  o f c o n sid erin g  th e
d iffu se b o rd ers an d  u n c ertain  statu s o f Òth e
w o rk Ó as a sig n  o f th e so o n  an d  p ro b ab le
d eath  o f art,  c o u ld  w e n o t c o n sid er th e fac t
th at art ven tu res o u t in  an  u n c ertain  w o rld ,
ex p erim en tin g  w ith  its ru les an d  ex p o sin g
itself to  m u c h  risk , as a si gn  o f h ealth ? In stead
o f seein g  th e u n c ertain ty th at ac c o m p an ies
ex p erim en tin g  as th e d eath  sig n  o f an  art th at,
c o n fu sed  b y its o w n  am b ig u o u s essen c e,
m o ves o u t an d  en ters fo reig n  areas lik e th e
p o litic al, o n e m ig h t see it as a d eath  sig n  o f a
p o litic al g am e ru n  am o k  in  its fear o f a c o m -
p lex ity th at in c lu d es th e fo reig n  an d  stran g e.
No t art b u t p o litic s h as a p ro b lem .

Th e artistic  ac tio n  m ay u se fo reig n  m ean s an d
ac t o n  fo reig n  so il. Bu t it d o es n o t m ak e p o l-
itic s. It m ak es art; th is is w h at it says. Callin g
th e altern ative so ft d rin k  p ro d u c tio n  art is a
d istu rb an c e in  itself. Th e artists u se th e g am e-
ru les o f o n e area, ap p ly th em  a b it d ifferen t-
ly an d  c all w h at th ey d o  b y a n am e fo reig n  to
th e area to  w h ic h  th e ru les ap p ly. No  o rd i-
n ary so ft d rin k  p ro d u c tio n  c o m p an y w o u ld
c all w h at it d o es art.  Ex c ep t n o w Ñ an d  th e art
in stitu tio n  as w ell as c o n su m er p ro d u c tio n  is
c h allen g ed . Th is w o u ld  n ever h ave h ap p en ed
if w h at th e artists h ad  d o n e w as c alled  a p o lit-
ic al ac tio n .
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In stead  o f in terp retin g  it as a sig n  o f th e th reaten in g  d isso lu tio n  o f art,
o n e m ig h t see it as a si gn  o f h o pe. Perh ap s th e p o litic al an d  ec o n o m ic
p o w ers are rath er o p en  to  in flu en c e b y th e jo k er-lik e p resen c e o f a
Òw eak Ó artistic  ac t o n  th e stag e o f p o w er w h en  it h ap p en s in  a lan g u ag e
th ey rec o g n iz e. Perh ap s th e p o litic ian , w h o  m ain tain s
an d  is m ain tain ed  b y th ese p o w erfu l stru c tu res, rath er
p ays atten tio n  to  an  altern ative c o m m erc ial 
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o n e, w e lo se th e o th er, an d  w h at is left is triv-
iality.

Sen se-m ak in g  is a m atter o f th e h eart. Th e
th o u g h t o f th e h eart is o u r aesth etic  resp o n se
in  th e en c o u n ter w ith  th e fac e o f th e w o rld ,
b e it in  th e sh ap e o f a w o rk  o f art, a p o litic al
ac t o r th e o th er p erso n :

Tru st a i sth esi s, th e sen se o f th e h eart;
o th erw ise w e g o  o ver to  an o th er
o rd er. I c an  h ard ly stress en o u g h  th e
im p o rtan c e o f th is tru st, fo r th e in d i-
vid u al aesth etic  resp o n se is also  th e
w atc h d o g  ag ain st th e D evil w h o  slip s
in to  o u r lives w h ere w e least ex p ec t,
d ressed  in  th e m o st c o n ven tio n al d is-
g u ise. An  aesth etic  resp o n se is a m o ral
resp o n se: kalo n  kagath o n É  Th e aes-
th etic  reflex  is in d eed  n o t m erely d is-
in terested  aesth etic ism ; it is o u r su r-
vival.7
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